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Ritual is a part of our lives; perhaps even from the moment
we wake up, we may have rituals around the way we dress,
around our first cup of tea or coffee, rituals around our
work and our “down time”, as we go through our day the
simple gesture of saying “Hello” or greeting someone with
a handshake or a hug may be considered forms of ritual and
ritualistic behaviour.
A cursory glance at the World Cup and you will see that
ritual is alive and well, with more signs of the cross being
made than at the Vatican, arms outstretched in supplication
to Allah and when a goal is scored the falling on to the
knees, arms raised to Heaven as if God the soccer player
had played some major role in getting the ball over the line.
Indeed it is in the world of sports that we see ritual
behaviour on a daily basis, as all sportsman and women
have rituals they perform before sporting events.
This is because ritual can bring us comfort in times of stress
and uncertainty, it can help us prepare for important tasks, it
can be a means of reinforcing good behavioural patterns
and it can focus our minds at the task at hand.
On the downside we can become too dependent on ritual

leading to variations of OCD.

Since Neanderthal man began to bury the dead with
artefacts and our ancient ancestors began to worship the sun
there has been ritual.,, to convey both a sense of wonder
and mystery
This morning I would like to look at ritual within religion
and its part in religious belief.
All faiths use ritual in some form or rather.
The Catholic, Orthodox and Jewish faiths are heavily laden
with ritual,
Buddhism, Taoism Sufism are ritualistic as are many
Protestant churches, even those who worship The Devil rely
heavily on ritual and then there’s the terrifying ritual of
Voodoo made popular in Western Culture by tales of
trances, dolls and zombies
Ritual and religion or the expression of a religious faith go
hand in hand.
It helps first of all to create an atmosphere a sense of the
sacred through words and actions and as such can bring into

focus the purpose of our worship.
It can convey in us a sense that we are a part of something,
special something not associated with our daily lives, it
gives a sense of occasion. This sense of occasion is perhaps
a sense of theatre, as all ritual is performed with reverence
and respect, both in action and language that is strictly
governed.
This morning we began our service with our Chalice
Lighting, as a ritual it would have lost all meaning if I had
simply put a match to the wick and said “There you go”.
Ritual can help convey a deeper sense of meaning and in
many cases it has a timeless quality that links us back to our
heritage and religious roots, it can be a sense of connection.
Ritual can evoke in us a sense of comfort a sense of
belonging as often the repetitious nature of ritual can evoke
a sense of security and familiarity.
Ritual can help us confront difficult situations in our lives,
how much harder would death loss and grief be to deal with
if we did not have the ritual that is the funeral ceremony.
Ritual can also be expressions of great happiness and joy.In
a few weeks’ time this very church will be filled with
happiness as Margaret and Fritz partake in a ritual that is
both social and religious, the ritual of Marriage.

Ritual helps give a sense of occasion and a sense of order to
our worship, it can be a pathway and reminder of whatever
we consider God to be, in some religions it is the very
essence of his presence.
Partaking in ritual also gives a sense of community and in
many churches acceptance of the ritual is an acceptance of
that churches creed and doctrine.
This morning across this city services are taking place in
many churches and meeting houses and each faith has its
own unique rituals.
Nowhere else in this city was a chalice flame lit, it is
uniquely Unitarian and that very ritual serves to remind us
that we are part of a larger Unitarian family as ritual
connects us with those who share our values and our vision.
Ritual by its very nature is repetitious and here in lies the
first of many dangers.
The danger is that the ritual can lose its meaning and end
up simply being taken for granted, it may also lead to a
process whereby the ritual is done just because it has
always been done and that’s the way it is.
Then the performance of ritual becomes inflexible and

dogmatic, the ritual is performed for its own sake and may
become devoid of any deeper meaning.
How many people now attend church because it is part of
their Sunday or family ritual?
How many attend church only at certain times of ritual
importance such as Christmas, Easter, weddings or
Funerals?
Sadly in many religions ritual is intrinsically tied in with
creed and dogma, the ritual becomes the expression of faith.

Those who may question the creed and dogma of the body
are often made feel alienated and unwelcome, as if the
ritual is not for them.
Here ritual is used as an enforcer and exclusion from the
ritual is seen as a punishment, the message can be very
blunt, if you do not keep the rules you will be excluded
from the ritual and set apart from the faith community and
ultimately cut off from God.
An over reliance on ritual can I personally believe lead to
the concept of an external God, that God is in the ritual,
God becomes outside of us as opposed to being a part of us.
We seek our sense of The Divine within the ritual rather
than seeking it within ourselves and those we meet.
This also does little but emphasise the somewhat tribal

nature of religious belief, it is often not by tenets of belief
that churches are set apart and differ but often just by the
practise of ritual and the meaning given to them.
For instance Eucharist and Communion in the Roman
Catholic and Anglican churches.
The form of the ritual is almost identical, the wording is
almost identical yet the two are very different due to the
interpretation of what happens during the ritual itself.
As I said earlier ritual can convey a sense of the sacred, a
sense of occasion but often it is the attendant sense of
theatre and pageantry that causes the meaning to be lost.

The ritual can become a show of candles, incense, robes
and colour, the show takes centre stage and the meaning
and connection to something sacred can fade into the
background.
Those who perform religious ritual are often given a
somewhat exalted status not only within their own faith
community but often within wider society.
This is true of the Catholic priest, the Protestant minister,
and the Rabbi.
It is the case with the Shaman, the druid, the witch doctor
and the voodoo priest.

Very often they are given titles that differ them from others
and in many cases dress in a manner that sets them apart,
the result is a class of people who are seen as set apart and
special and this is not helped by the belief in some faiths
that they are specifically called by the deity and are
therefore somehow favoured.Their lofty status further
enhanced by the fact that in many instances they are the
only ones able to perform particular rituals.
It is here that we as Unitarians differ in our approach to and
use of ritual and this ensures that we do not have a class set
apart.
The Unitarian minister is not a member of a sacerdotal or
sacramental priesthood, he or she has no special powers or
exclusivity.
Any of our rituals, ceremonies or services can be carried
out by a minister or by a lay person; that is because they
belong to all of us, we all partake and share as equals.
I have heard it said that we Unitarians do not place much
emphasis on ritual, perhaps what people mean is that we do
not attach any creedal or dogmatic importance to them.
One does not have to be a member of our church to partake
fully in its life and worship, for us ritual and dogma are not
handcuffed together.
The Unitarian rite of marriage while conforming to the civil

law of the land, allows great freedom for the couple to
express themselves and their beliefs.
We do not have a sacramental baptism, instead we have a
“Naming Ceremony” for a new born child. Here again it is
devoid of any creedal or dogmatic restraints, the child is not
inducted into our faith and there is no expectation that its
parents would be either.
This is ritual at its healthiest, it is a ritual that offers
meaning to both life and a sense of the sacred but does not
make anyone a prisoner to belief.
Our Chalice Lighting is a ritual we use every Sunday at the
beginning of our service, it is a ritual that can say so much
more than words, it has a deeper meaning for us as
Unitarians but it is not laid down as law, it is the freedom of
each community to use it or not as they see fit.
This is the very essence of ritual, it must not be dogmatic,
and it must not be the case that if we lose ritual we lose our
sense of God.
Ritual is a powerful tool, it can create within us a sense of
the Sacred, a sense of the mystery that is both life and God,
but ritual must never be the totality of our spiritual life.
In the words of the author Paulo Coelho “A prayer couched
in the words of the soul is far more powerful than any

ritual” *
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