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Today I may have bitten off more than I can chew. The subject of belief is vast andlittered with intellectual, emotional and spiritual mines.

To quote Avalon De Witt, “Most of our beliefs are formed without ourconscious awareness and we rarely question them. We learn our beliefsfrom our families, the media, our culture, our friends, our experiences andthe collective consciousness. What's most important is whether or not ourbeliefs are helping us or hindering us.” (Avalon De Witt, AskAvalon.com)
Jennifer Diane Reitz makes the following delineation between believing and knowing. 

“To believe in something is not the same as knowing something. Intrinsicto the concept of belief is (the) implication that there is an opposite tobelief, disbelief. Not everyone will believe something is true, but all saneand rational people will acknowledge an observable fact.
 The only way belief can be experienced is in the mind. Facts can beexperienced both in the mind and by the senses...and what is more,unlike a mental hallucination, the sensory experience can be shared withothers.
It is a common error of human beings to allow belief, to allow a mentalconstruct accepted on faith, to become so important, so obsessive, that itis taken as the same thing as fact. Indeed, there are many emotionalreasons why a person might be driven to do this, but it still remains thatany belief is purely mental whatever it's origin, and the mind can bemistaken.



This means that all beliefs have as part of them an implied doubt. Factscannot be doubted, they are observably real.
When belief is assumed to be fact, when this mistake is made by a mindclouded by a motivation to assume belief as fact, that belief is consideredbeyond doubt, just as is a fact.
Beliefs beyond doubt are inherently dangerous. They are dangerousbecause they are often acted upon as though they were facts, and theinherent weakness of this is that a belief is not a fact.
Beliefs can be, and often are, wrong.” (Jennifer Diane Reitz,transsexual.org)

Park Avenue marketing research tells us that people most readily accept a messagethat reinforces something that they already believe.
John Lash, of the Meta History project of the Marion institute give us a look into theadhesive power of beliefs in his essay entitled “A Close Look at Reflex Belief.”  In itsmost basic form, a reflex belief is what I believe about holding a particular belief.  Touse Lashs prime example, If I believe in the Darwinian notion of survival of the fittest, itis likely that I will also believe that holding this belief gives me an edge in the struggleto survive. Lash says, “My core belief and the thoughts by which I reconcile myself tothat belief tend to blur in my mind, yet they represent distinct functions of believing.”

“The content of a core belief can be regarded as neutral, and theoreticallyobjective, but the importance attached to holding core beliefs is anythingbut objective. The value of holding a belief is dually determined by myinner personal needs and social imperatives. These factors combine in



the reflex belief that tells me how I am served by the belief I hold. At thesame time, the reflex belief acts like a reflecting gloss that blinds me tothe actual content of the core belief. Various statements present thecontent of what is believed, but reflexive to them is the importanceattached to holding beliefs, or the attitude in which they are held.”
“In short, reflex belief is the key component in our construction of egoicdefences such as self-justification and pretence.” (John Lash, MetahistoryQuest, MetaHistory.org)

As Unitarian Universalists, this presents a problem for us. We are specifically chargedwith an ongoing search for truth and meaning. Research and experience would tell usthat the human impulse, despite vociferous calls for the truth, is to cling to what webelieve and to find ways to rationalize holding our intellectual and emotional ground.Does this perhaps mean that what we really seek is reassurance rather than the truth?Tell me that what I already believe is the truth, that’s what I want. Awareness of thisparadox should help us to recognize and counter the impulse in ourselves, but how canwe utilize this awareness to influence attitudes and beliefs in our larger community.
Back up a little I hear you saying. That sounds a little like your about to send meproselytizing. No. This paradox presents a challenge for us however if we are to workfor justice, equity and compassion in human relations. It presents a challenge for us aswe work to extend acceptance to others and encourage their spiritual growth. And itpresents a challenge to our hope for a world community with peace, liberty and justicefor all.
Chuck Borough, author of Trip Around the Sun: Visits to 52 Religions in a Year, lists sixdangerous beliefs:

Dangerous beliefs:



1.    Blind Faith. (That we ought to have Faith and not haveDoubt.) Faith and Doubt are important companion tools. Wereject untruth using our doubt. We accept truth using ourfaith. Either without the other becomes a serious problem forus. Faith without doubt allows us to follow every little wind.Doubt without faith allows no way to move ahead of wherewe are. Have we been taught to be ashamed of our doubt? Ifwe would be effective seekers of truth, then we must replacethat shame with gratitude.
   
2.    Believing that Good and Truth are the same. Not allgood things are true. (Santa Claus?) Not all true things aregood. (Murderous dictators?)  Truth and Goodness are notthe same thing – hardly even related. Truth simply is.Goodness is produced with intelligent effort.

 
3. That our emotions are more dependable than ourthoughts. There is no question that an emotionless lifewould not be as sweet – nor as painful. Still, emotions arenot dependable in ferreting out truth from folly. If we tried todo our science with our emotions, we wouldn’t succeed inbuilding what we’ve built. Of course, a scientist with noemotion probably wouldn’t have the motivation to do thework. Feeling and thinking have different importantpurposes. Often, religious beliefs are emotion-based, when



they ought to be thought-based. Sometimes we miss theboat because we attempt to be “humble.” In seeking truth,we ought to improve our thinking, not strengthen ourfeelings. He said, “My Thoughts are not Your Thoughts –and your Ways not my Ways.” He didn’t talk about His“feelings” being different, but His Thoughts. He didn’t makethe universe by feeling – but by thoughts and acts. He saysHe loves us – that’s His feelings, which must motivate Him.
 

4.    That we ought to live by the Letter of the law. Weoften teach that the letter is a good guide, but that the spiritis even more important. But Paul wrote, “The letter killeth,but the spirit giveth life.” This is not good compared withbetter; this is bad compared with good. Let’s get this oneright, because it has more import to our happiness thanmost people know. We have seen families destroyed by aletter-of-the-law attitude – over and over. Let the kids seethat we don’t care about the letter, if the spirit is followed.This does not mean to look at the letter and break it. Justdon’t look at it at all. The spirit will usually cover the letter.When it does not, the spirit is most likely better anyway.This really means “think.” When we are tempted to live by“the letter of the law,” it is becasue we don’t want to have tothink in each situation. Admittedly, there are times when this“efficiency” is valuable – so long as we form our habitsunderstanding their limitations, with a willingness andcourage to go against habit when circumstances justify.



 
5.    That “We” are the only ones who are correct orauthorized. If someone is baptized in another church, itmust be done over by one of “us.” Only members of ourchurch can go to heaven – or the belief may be that onlypeople who believe in our prescribed way can go to heaven.Those who haven’t found “Jesus,” for example, will go toHell forever, no matter how good they are. Hell is describedin different ways – Death without ever being alive again –burning forever without ending – or just a lesser “heaven,”than that enjoyed by those in the “right” group.

 
6.    That we ought to resist organizational change(organizational repentance.) It is a fact that nearly all olderorganizations are resistive to change. The tried and provenhave gained the confidence of the group. This is not all bad,of course. Conservatism in conserving the good is valuable.The principle of repentance, however, is an entirely liberalprocess. It is a process of change. We all know it’s good forus as individuals. We resist repentance of the organization– changes in doctrine. We make extra doctrines early in ourdevelopment to support this lack of repentance. Forexample, we say, “People make errors, but the Church isperfect.” “Our interpretation can be in error, but the doctrineis perfect.” “If the Prophet declares ‘Thus Sayeth THE Lord,’then what follows is infallible.” In truth, the Church is us, andthere is no other church. Plumbers and scientists and



Prophets and politicians can all become schizophrenic thesame as any of us – out of touch with reality by disease orby age or by indoctrination (mild term for brainwashing.)
 (Chuck Borough – During the First Trip Around the Sun –2002 TripAroundTheSun.com)

Am I suggesting here that all beliefs are dangerous? Am I proposing that there are nobeneficial beliefs? Are beliefs irrelevant to our spiritual and community life and that weshould only act according to those things we can empirically prove? No.
Angels in the Outfield... All he needs to do is believe
Beneficial beliefs:
1. Belief in Yourself. That you deserve to be on this earth. That you have an inherentworth and that you have unique talents and perspectives to offer in the world.

Imagine what the world would be like if Gandhi had believed that he couldnever make a difference, if Thomas Edison had believed that he couldnever do anything right, or if Abraham Lincoln had believed that no onewould ever like him. That's an erroneous thought, isn't it? Yet how manytimes have you said or thought things like that to yourself? And whatmight your life be like if you were to transform all your negative beliefs topositive ones? (Avalon De Witt)
2. Belief in Others. That they are basically honorable and trying to do the right thingand that they have the same inherent worth as you.



I am an educator as well as a coach and am interested in what it is thatbrings out the best in the people with whom I work. Over the last fewyears I have read a great deal of research on the power of beliefs. I amconvinced that it is essential that I hold, and communicate to my studentsor clients that I believe in their ability to learn, to heal, and to grow.
We have to hold and project these beliefs even when, or perhaps,especially when the person we are working with does not hold them. In arecent study it was found that teenagers from economicallydisadvantaged families were more likely to attend college if their parents,especially their mothers, were optimistic about the teens chances ofenrolling in college. (Lorna Minewiser, ezinearticles.com)

3. Belief in the World. That even though you perhaps can’t see it right now, the worldis unfolding pretty much as it should and that it is indifferent and neither punishes norgrants special favors for anyone.
Basic in a rational religious faith is a confidence in the natural order, andutter dependence upon it. The universe itself is impartial. Birth and death,health and disease, ignorance and wisdom, are all due to natural causes,and nobody has the power to alter their course except as he works withcauses within the framework of the natural world. No one, neither priestnor magician, has the power to set aside these natural operations.
It takes a good deal of faith to believe in such a world. It requires morefaith, and a profounder faith, to believe in such a world than it does tobelieve in a world whose gods are moved by the petitions and flatteries ofmen. (Clinton Lee Scott, “Faith in this kind of World”, Religion Can MakeSense.)



4. Expectations guide results: That while results can’t be guaranteed, holdingpositive expectations (beliefs) tends to favor positive outcomes. Negative expectationstend to foster negative outcomes. This has been shown to be true through research inmedicine, sports and psychology.
Your beliefs are a critical factor in shaping your character, your behaviorand your future. Since like attracts like, positive experiences are attractedto positive beliefs and negative experiences are attracted to negativebeliefs. (Avalon De Witt, AskAvalon.com)

5. Skepticism and doubt are healthy: We need skepticism and doubt in healthyportions to keep us moving forward, to keep us improving ourselves and our world. Tolose these motivators is to risk complacency and death.
“The beliefs that you hold, if unquestioned, can control your life, destroyyour own happiness and the happiness of others, and lead to your ownend.
Only by keeping a flexible mind, devoid of any absolutes whatsoever,mindful that all information is questionable, and by remaining aware of thedifference between belief and fact, can any person hope to function in asane and rational manner.” (Jennifer Diane Reitz, transsexual.org)

When we take an honest look at honestly gained data, thenwe doubt astrology. But this one is easy for us; we alreadydoubt astrology. There are many other things we ought todoubt that we do not doubt. Without a healthy doubter, wewould believe many things to be true which are not true, and



in fact, we all do this. We also doubt many things withoutthought or study – with our emotions. When we doubt – orwhen we believe – in both cases, it should be by thought,not by feeling. By using the two tools – faith and doubt, weferret out the truth from the folly. (It’s the Wheat and theTares in the story.) As we continue in this honest process,we become more accurate in our beliefs. There will be timeswhen we will err no matter how good our process is, but thenet – over the long haul – will be improvement in ourpersonal belief system
 (Chuck Borough – During the First Trip Around the Sun –2002 TripAroundTheSun.com)
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