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My Spiritual Journey  
By J. H. Lee 10/17/15 

 
I grew up Presbyterian. As a child, I did what children are supposed to do and participated 

in automatic buy-in…with attendance at Sunday school, church services with the family, and 
observance of Christian holidays. 
 

My parents taught Sunday school and took their 7th and 8th students to neighborhood 
churches, including Quaker Meeting. I was younger than their students, but tagged along.  I 
remember Mom explaining about the Quaker belief in an inner light and the practice of speaking 
out during Meeting, if/when truly inspired.  

 
When I reached high school, I started to read ahead in the Presbyterian hymnal, as I sang 

or participated in responsive readings at church…and I found it difficult to sing or speak some of 
words, because of questioning my own beliefs. (In comparing notes with other UUs, this now 
seems a common characteristic of transitioning to Unitarianism.) 
 

At the time, I did think about my roots and was aware of the religious affiliations of family 
members. I was very close to my paternal grandparents; they were like a second set of parents. 
My paternal grandfather was the child of a German Baptist minister and felt that his growing up 
years were so immersed in church responsibilities that he’d put in a lifetime’s worth of going to 
church, by the time he was a young adult, and could check off any obligation to church attendance 
for the balance of his days. My paternal grandmother was the child of mid-west pioneers and 
shared her early religious experience at her family’s homestead in Dexter, Kansas. Services were 
either prompted by the arrival of a circuit-riding Methodist minister or lead by her parents at a 
small gathering on their ranch. In my grandmother’s oral history, she reported that a few hymns 
were sung at the impromptu service and the Bible was passed around for folks to read… and she 
added, ”They would be finished with that” and would wrap up by singing “Little Brown Jug”, or 
some such song. My father’s spiritual journey was more closely tied to church music than to 
church doctrine. I always believed that my mother gravitated to the Society of Friends, and I found 
myself also attracted to the Quaker philosophy. 

  
During my college and early adult years, I moved away from any established religion. 

During that hiatus, however, I carried with me one powerful high school experience… 
 

While In high school, I lived a “normal” life in a small NJ town, went to a public high school, 
did what high school students do…one morning, I woke up…had not been ill, was not over tired, 
and certainly was not on any drugs…but I felt as if I were no longer in my body, as if I were in 
some sort of other dimension…for three days, I experienced that other world and then, as 



suddenly as it started, the experience ended. I had wanted to return to the “normal” state of being 
and, yet, while I was in this out-of-body state, I felt that the state of being was very peaceful and 
that nothing would harm me. 

 
 
Years passed, during which I didn’t really think about re-connecting with an established 

faith tradition, but, when Tom and I had our two children, we both missed the connection with a 
church community. We started our quest to find a church connection. Tom and I were living in the 
Pittsburgh area at the time, and we had friends (Jim and Janet) who attended UU services. Janet 
mentioned their UU church once, saying that I probably wouldn’t like it. Well, when we moved from 
Pittsburgh to Guilford, Janet’s words re-played in my mind and I decided to check out this religion 
that “I wouldn’t like”.  

 
That was decades ago and here we are now, still at SUUS… In a way, I really returned to 

the faith tradition of my mother, since I think UU’s are quite like Quakers…just more talkative… 
and I continue to appreciate this community’s assistance in my spiritual journey. I don’t expect to 
arrive at a destination or to answer all questions about the meaning of life, but I love the 
philosophy, expressed in one of our songs, “to question truly is an answer”. I believe that no one 
has the answers to all of the big questions about life’s meaning or concerning the existence of 
God… that status of unknowing feels okay to me and I love being among all of the caring thinkers 
and doers in this UU community.  

 
Before I close today, I will relate to you that quite recently I did have a second powerful 

experience, an experience that brought me back to the one I had so many years ago in high 
school. As some of you may remember in a sharing that I did, after the death of my father in April 
of 2014… My brother and I were at our dad’s bedside and two dear family friends (Joanne and 
Dave Cotton) came to be with us. David Cotton had served for years as a minister and a hospital 
chaplain. Dave knew the importance of music to Dad and so he asked whether we would like him 
to sing one of Dad’s favorite hymns. Dad served in the navy on an aircraft carrier during WW II, 
and the navy hymn held special significance to him. The words are a plea to help those lost at sea 
and Dad asked us to include that hymn in his memorial service… so Dave sang the navy hymn 
and did so beautifully and at the final notes, Joanne said, “Look, your father’s stopped breathing.” 
Then, for some moments, a sort of spiritual hush took over the room. I felt as if there were some 
presence of Dad, no longer in his body, but a presence none-the-less…and then Dad’s essence, 
or whatever it was, was gone… 

…and the four of us moved into something like an informal communion service. We toasted 
Dad and his life well lived.   

 
The experience of that day in the health center still brings with it feelings of awe and a 

belief in something greater than the concrete and what is the known…and that’s where I am thus 
far in my spiritual journey.  

 
 
 
 



Spiritual Journey 
Steve Ernst 2015 

 
I was brought up in a large Christian family, my mother being one of 13 children in a Catholic 
family. My father was a devout Lutheran and insisted on his children to be raised according to 
the Protestant ways. My Mom converted as did many of her seven sisters, taking on the faith of 
their husbands, be it Methodist, Congregationalist, or otherwise. I was baptized with my Aunt 
Kate and Uncle Paul as my Godparents. 
 
The Ernst family lived for Grace Lutheran Church. We mowed the grass, decorated for the 
holidays, set up the Nativity scene and broke it down. We counted the money every Sunday and 
were active in the junior and senior choirs. My brother, Bob and I were acolytes and lit the 
candles on the altar in front of everyone. Our youth group was strong and of course we 
participated. Our pastor was a good friend of the family and visited often. After I was confirmed 
in the 8th grade, I had had enough of a lifetime of service, even though I was only 14 years old.  
 
My Dad tried forcing my siblings and I to go every Sunday, but my older sister, brother and I got 
involved with Drum & Bugle Corps and that took up a great deal of our time, so we had an 
excuse not to go! 
 
When I entered college, I went to a service at the Lutheran church across the street from 
campus and I was totally turned off! When I came home, I went to the Christmas Eve services at 
our church, but it didn’t matter what  year it was; they were always exactly the same year in and 
year out.  
 
I maintained my Christian upbringings even though I was done with church. Every member of 
my extended family was Christian so why would I question the teachings? We were married by a 
Methodist minister because she was willing to perform the ceremomy outdoors. I liked that it 
was a woman reverend! 
 
For ten years or so, Tracy and I never went to church, but we knew that one day we’d have to 
find somewhere to bring up our son, Skylar and teach him spirituality. We joined SUUS when he 
was 5 and Tavish & Quinn were 2.  
 
Quickly, I discovered that all of the spiritual teachings that I had grown up with were borrowed, 
edited and twisted from much older religions like Zoroastrianism, Judaism (well I knew about 
the Old Testament) and that the church purposely denounced women! I was blown away! I had 
heard of the Missions that “converted” people, but death and slavery all in the name of God? 
I started reading, learning and thinking differently. I believe that Jesus was a holy man, and was 
married with at least one child, and that’s the whole foundation for the Masonic Lodge, but 
that’s another story. 
 
My intuition told me that ancient civilizations were way more advanced than we’d given them 
credit for, and that those people had reverence for Nature. As a child, I was in the Youth 
Conservation Corps, and when it came time for me to get a Master’s degree, I chose 
Environmental Education, so reverence for Nature was a huge part of me! This was never a part 
of Christianity! Worship of the earth itself became a central focus of my being. I tell my children 
that recycling is part of our religion! The concept of “Mother Earth” was never questioned, but a 
father in the sky? I doubted that any male figure could come up with the whole of creation. I get 
the Native American “Mother Earth and Father Sky” and we are in between thing, but for me, 



there is no father in the sky. This was just another example of male dominance in the Christian 
church. 
 
The ancient priestesses were musicians! Music was central to spirituality, and I believe it 
always will be. When I’m creating music, I’m part of a Universal network of endless possibility 
and tapped into a meditative energy that I can’t explain. Soulfulness is revealed through music. 
My favorite quote is by C.P.E. Bach – “A musician can not move others unless he himself is 
moved”. 
 
 Do I believe in reincarnation? Yes! But I wonder if souls aren’t like ameobas that split right 
down the middle making two or more identical selves. I think that if you don’t get it right this 
time, there’s always another chance. Half of  your soul comes back, the other stays away, 
wherever that is! Then the whole soul splitting thing continues on and on. 
 
I believe in alien life forms. I’ve always felt that the “missing link” was something from out of this 
world. It was mistaken as “angelic” or “from the heavens” but it came from the cosmos. Half of 
your soul could end up in one these beings, as life is not exclusive! 
 
If there is heaven, it isn’t exclusive either! When we die, all of the puzzle pieces fit together and 
the truth is revealed. Seeking truth is important to me. I may not know the truth. Truth is, none of 
us do! But if I’m non discriminatory, have reverence for nature, remain loving to my family, and 
try to help and give to others, then that’s spiritual enough for me! 
 
 

SPIRITUAL JOURNEY – 10/17/15 Briana Benn-Mirandi 
 
My spiritual development is a patchwork quilt of many experiences, lending their own colors to an overall 

arrival to my present path.  Allow me to highlight the most prominent squares on this quilt… 

 
Congregationalism 

My parents raised my sister and I as Congregationalist Protestants, though I would later find out 

that it was a bit of a coin toss between that and the Methodists down the street here in Madison.  

Apparently neither of them held very strong convictions, other than that they ought to have their children 

believe in something, and since Christianity had loosely been what they were raised on, it seemed good 

enough for the next generation.   

 Though I hated waking up Sunday morning and going to church, I did enjoy the stories of the 

Bible, the potluck meals with the congregation, and the seasonal holidays.  When my grandfather was 

diagnosed with cancer, it felt comforting to pray to Jesus for his wellbeing.  It was nice to feel like we 

belonged to a community, even if it was one I didn’t always want to belong to.  For example, though the 

Reverend at the Congregational church assured me that being confirmed in the church was entirely my 

choice, I knew better than to fight that battle with my folks.  So a confirmed Congregationalist, I 

eventually became.   

 



Greek Mythology 
 Long before that happened, however, I’d had some experience, both positive and negative, with 

faiths that would later color my impressions of my current path in Paganism.  On the positive side, as a 

child, I loved to play make-believe with my sister.  One of my favorite books as a child was one on Greek 

mythology, and my sister and I would weave elaborate dramas in which we starred as members of the 

Greek pantheon.  We had familiar animal totems, and could cast wondrous magical spells with the flick of 

a wrist.  But though I loved these stories, it seemed comical to me that there had been people in history 

who had actually believed them.  After all, there was only one true God! 

 

Witchcraft 
 I wasn’t the only one to play out the fantasies that a book laid out in type.  Girls I knew in middle 

school had read books about witches.  The books were called The Secret Circle, and so was the group 

the girls formed.  I was not on the inside of this social circle, but some of my closest friends were.  And 

true to the story books (apparently), once they were each invited to be a part of The Secret Circle, they 

were not allowed to be friends with people outside of it.  And they made oaths that they would never 

leave said Secret Circle.  And that left a very sad Briana alone on the battlefield that is the social scene 

of bourgeoning adolescence in middle school.   

 My mother could tell that something was wrong, and one night, as I cried to her about my friends’ 

abandonment of me, she decided to call the mothers of these friends since she knew them, and clue 

them in.  The mothers stepped in and immediately put a stop to what appeared to be an infant cult, and 

that was the end of that.  Except that without spells to cast and hexes to learn, the girls all took on a new 

pastime- making my life a living hell.  Word went around pretty quickly that I was the one to ruin all the 

fun, and the next couple years encircled some of my most painful experiences, though I did learn quick 

repartee and grow a thick skin to cope with the vicious “slings and arrows” of catty pre-teen girls.  On the 

upside, in the flight from one circle of friends to the loving arms of new friends, I met some people who I 

have remained in touch with to this day.   

 

Mormonism 
 Religion took a back seat through most of high school, aside from the very devout Mormon I dated 

as a junior.  Not just any Mormon, either- a home-schooled, son-of-the-bishop Mormon.  A young man 

who had dabbled in the heinous act of “making out” with his first girlfriend, for which his parents had (in 

his best interest, I suppose), thoroughly convinced him he was going to hell.  Apparently he had one get-

out-of-hell free ticket, and that was to lead a blameless life from here on out.   

 Now I wasn’t the type of girl to jump into the sack with anyone.  I was a virgin.  I believed in true 

love, and promises of everlasting bliss.  And I was quite content to be ever-so in love with this handsome 



fella.  But let me tell you… even as a female, the rule of “nothing ever below the neck” was a hard one to 

follow.  Especially around prom time.  And so it was that as prom arrived, I was the one conniving 

elaborate plots to do some serious hooking up with my boyfriend- not sex, but something.  Which was 

odd.  I had always been told it was supposed to be the other way around.  Oh well, I’d worry about that 

later.   

 But when “later” arrived, the scene was much different than I had planned.  My boyfriend 

managed to escape my lustful clutches, and run to the protective arms of his parents who applauded his 

successful efforts in resisting Satan.  …Aaaaand what did that, then, make me?  I felt so abhorrent and 

disgusted with myself, so filled with self-loathing.  And I wondered, why was it this way?  Why was it that 

Eve had gotten mankind evicted from Eden?  Why weren’t women allowed to be priests?  What the hell 

was so wrong with being a woman?  But I didn’t have any answers.   

 

Paganism 
 I grew older and went to college, and wasn’t at all bothered by a lack of religion in my life.  I 

walked a middle ground, safely staying away from both Christian groups, and from the darkness of 

witches and pagans.  In fact, every time a friend told me they were one or the other, I took an emotional 

step away from them, and the walls went up, allowing only shallow friendships with those individuals.  

But one person got past the walls.  My best friend in college turned out to be Wiccan- only I hadn’t known 

anything about her religious preferences all the while we were becoming fast friends.  It just never came 

up.  And when it did, it was too late.  I’d already formed an unyielding positive opinion of her!  And so 

there was nothing I could do other than allow that perhaps there was more to this “Wicca” than I had 

previously been willing to consider. 

 So I read a book.  And it was pretty much downhill from there!  It’s true- books are very 

dangerous.  Lock up your wives and daughters, lest they begin to think for themselves! 

I found a religion that not only allowed women a place at the religious round-table, but honored 

and revered women as sacred- just like men, if not moreso!  I found a religion that had no black-and-

white dogma, one that could evolve with me on my path, for paganism is a massive umbrella term with 

room for all kinds of seekers, at all levels of seeking.   

And… I found a religion that uses…wait for it!... magic!  I learned what that means from a spiritual 

sense.  And even though spells and ritual are used in every. single. religion. this one not only referred to 

the concepts using terms that ignited my imagination (Magic!  Spell!  Ritual!), but explained in quite-

nearly scientific terms how and why these concepts functioned in a spiritual context.  Oh yeah, and the 

gods I played with as a child?  It turns out they are as real to many people as Yaweh is to Christians!  

Indeed there was a whole smorgasboard of gods laid out before me, with stories, personalities and wild 



anthropomorphisms.  All I had to do was explore them and see which ones called out to me the 

strongest.   

But while paganism is what works best for me now, it may not be the best fit down the road.  

Paganism won’t hold any grudges with me.  I won’t go to hell for walking away, and I like that.  And 

though paganism is what’s right for me, it may never be right for you.  And paganism doesn’t tell me I 

have to convert you, and I love that!  And it’s because those beliefs are so in tune with the core seven 

principles, that coming to be a UU works so well for so many pagans. 

 

Nowadays, with my busy schedule, my most prominent practice of my faith is being an obsessive-
compulsive recycler, composting, beekeeping, etc, etc.  I help organize the folk with similar beliefs into 
SUUS’ Covenant of UU Pagans (CUUPs), and I share some of the wonder of my spirituality with my little 
boy.  My husband has fallen away from Catholocism and is an aetheist (not my fault, I swear!!), but even 
an aetheist can acknowledge the cycles of the season, and so we can both share the turning of the 
wheel with Devon.  And while my husband teases me with good humor about magic and spells, Devon 
runs around the house casting “fireballs” with his “magic”.  And I like that as he grows up, unlike most 
other children,  he doesn’t have to completely abandon the idea that magic is  


