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“Getting Out of Your Own Way” 

a sermon by Dan Lillie 

delivered on June 30, 2019 

at First Unitarian Church of Albuquerque 

 

Not Quite Transcendentalism 

This month here at First Unitarian, we have been exploring the theme of Transcendence.  

Many of you may have heard of Transcendentalism, which is both a religious and a secular 

literary movement that arose in the early 1800’s. To be clear, that’s not what today’s sermon 

is about, although it’s not completely unrelated.  

To transcend means to go beyond, and Transcendentalism as a movement was about ways 

of knowing that go beyond the strict boundaries of logic and rationality, instead emphasizing 

emotion and intuition as sources of creativity and knowledge. Henry David Thoreau, along 

with his friend and mentor, Unitarian minister Ralph Waldo Emerson, are perhaps the most 

famous of the Transcendentalists, but the movement was undeniably influenced by the 

contributions of Margaret Fuller, Elizabeth Palmer Peabody, and Julia Ward Howe, of which 

the last two were also Unitarians. So the history of our faith tradition is closely intertwined with 

this movement. But again, today’s sermon is not about Transcendentalism, the movement; It’s 

about transcendence, which is a much broader concept.  

So as we explore the theme of transcendence today, I’d like narrow it down a bit by approach 

it through a spiritual lens. As a spiritual concept, I want to take the idea of transcendence, of 

going beyond, and apply it in the context of our spiritual lives, and going beyond the 

boundaries that hold us back from a spiritually fulfilling life.   

 

The Enneagram 

Full disclosure: this is not an intuitive aspect of my self, the spiritual part of me. To reference 

the Enneagram, a personality-typing system that helps people understand the underlying 

motivations that drive our actions and decision-making. The Enneagram recognizes nine 

personality types, which are divided into three groupings: the Heart Center types, the Head 

Center types, and the Gut Center types. These groupings refer to what influences you the 

most when you make decisions: the head, the heart, or the gut.  

Of the nine personality types, I am a type six, often called the Loyalist or The Loyal Skeptic, 

and my type is smack in the middle of the Head Center. This means that, when it comes to 

making decisions, I rely on my head. Now, when I talk about our spiritual lives, I’m talking 

about two things: going inward, and reaching outward. Growth and transformation in our 
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spiritual lives is about both plumbing the depths of our inner selves, and connecting with 

something greater than our individual selves.  

This can be a challenging process, especially for us Head Center types. Don’t get me wrong, 

I’m fine with spiritual growth; I just want a clear plan with step-by-step instructions and 

guaranteed outcomes.  

One barrier to spiritual growth I face is a difficulty in sticking to spiritual practices. Spiritual 

practices would be a whole lot easier for me to do consistently if I knew exactly what I was 

supposed to gain by doing them. I want achievable goals and tangible results.  

But unfortunately, that’s just not how spiritual practices work. Most spiritual practices are 

aimed at quieting the mind, and getting our hearts to be open and receptive to what is going 

on around us and within us, which is typically easier for the heart and gut center types.  

 

The Challenge of Meaning-Making 

But all of the Enneagram types have a particular challenge in common, and that is the 

challenge of being human.  

We humans are meaning-making beings; we look for patterns and explanations to give 

significance to our experiences. We are concerned, not just with what happens, but also with 

why? and, so what am I to make of this?  

And while we humans all share this quality of being meaning-makers, we do not all have a 

shared meaning that we all understand as the purpose of our human lives. We are meaning-

making beings, and yet that meaning is not prescribed.  

That is to say, meaning is inherent, but the meaning is not.  

And so, it is up to each of us to determine our own purpose in life, and how we are to derive 

meaning from it. As we live into our fourth principle by engaging in a free and responsible 

search for truth and meaning, we often begin with an attempt to understand our own selves 

better.  

And many people, I would argue, include in the meaning they create for themselves, some 

explanation or understanding of who they are, and how they fit into this world. And I would 

even take it a step further by suggesting that for many people (myself included), this meaning 

includes a desire for continued growth and self-improvement, as our understanding of how we 

fit into the world evolves.  

And this self-improvement work isn’t easy. Part of understanding who we are means 

understanding what we are capable of; and just as we create for ourselves a sense of what is 

meaningful, we also create for ourselves, a sense of what we can and cannot do. At some 

point, we were unable to do some task or another. And once we give meaning and value to 

this aspect of ourselves, once we name that inability as a part of our being, it can be difficult 
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to transcend the self-imposed boundaries of what we know, or think we know, about 

ourselves. At this point, we cease to be someone who didn’t do something, and become 

someone who cannot do that thing.  

 

The Tendency to Internalize 

I’ve been working with the Enneagram because I want to learn to recognize the tendencies I 

have that lead me to see myself this way. For my type, type sixes, we struggle with fear and 

with trusting ourselves and the world. We believe that everything is about to fall apart, that we 

are all just one bad decision away from the catastrophic destruction of everything we hold 

dear. And as much as we don’t trust that good things will happen in the world, we don’t trust 

ourselves to be able to respond appropriately in the face of a world and people who are 

destined to self-destruct. So we sixes spend all of our time and energy believing that we have 

to hold everything together, or it will inevitably fall apart. Every waking moment is spent in a 

mode of constant vigilance. We are always scanning our environment for risks and threats, for 

what could go wrong; only we see what could go wrong, and assume that it is almost certainly 

about to happen.  

When I came to understand this about myself, that this is how I was thinking about the world, I 

could recognize the internalization that was happening. I understood that by viewing myself 

as perpetually on the brink of failing at every moment, or at constant risk of things falling 

apart, that it had then been easy to let that kind of thinking go one step further. It was easy to 

go from “I’ll might fail” to “I’m a failure”; to internalizing that constant doubt and mistrust, 

making it not an outward circumstance to be faced, but my identity itself.  

 

A Hopeless Cause? 

This kind of internalization certainly makes self-improvement very difficult. But in the reading 

that we heard earlier in the service, Alan Watts makes the case that it is not just difficult, but 

impossible; that we are actually incapable of improving ourselves.  

The “flaws” that we see in ourselves that make us “in need of improvement” are exactly what 

are preventing us from making the improvements. We are flawed, so we can’t fix ourselves. 

 

Not Sure I Agree… 

I can’t say that I agree wholeheartedly with Alan Watts’ conclusion. I don’t think we are 

incapable of improving ourselves or the world. What I do agree with, though, is that his 

conclusion is the first step. We need to begin the process of improvement by being curious, 

by learning to watch what is happening without needing to control it. Because one thing I’m 

learning, is that there is precious little we can actually control. So we can start by observing 

what is happening, and our own reaction to it. That’s right, if we learn to step outside of 
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ourselves, and become an observing “higher self” as Watts put it, then often, without even 

trying to change our response, our “acting self” (that is, the one being observed by the higher 

self) will often adjust without effort.  

 

The Observer Effect  

Do you ever act differently when you know you’re being watched? Do you get a little self-

conscious? I’m not talking about when you’re trying to get away with something you know you 

shouldn’t be doing. I’m talking about something simple, ordinary, everyday- like picking out 

apples at the grocery store.  

If I’m shopping late at night, and I’m the only one in the produce department, I can take my 

sweet apple-picking time. I can check each apple for marks or bruising, and even smell them 

if I want without risk of my selection practice being scrutinized.  

But if I’m at the store at five or six o’clock, it’s a different story. The presence of other people 

observing me has me adjust how I select my apples. Now, I don’t go into the store and 

consciously think, “well, I’m being watched. I’d better use apple-selection method number two, 

the ‘grab it if it looks alright’ method.” It’s not a conscious adjustment. But in the presence of 

an observer, I often will naturally adjust my actions and reactions.  

And maybe not with apple picking, but I’ll bet you do this too; at least with some things.  

In fact, this is called the Observer Effect, and studies back it up. A Scientific American article 

called “How the Illusion of Being Observed Can Make You a Better Person” 1 lays out a series 

of studies that have monitored people’s behavior when they are made to feel like they’re 

being watched, through the presence other people in the room, or a blinking camera nearby. 

One study used a poster with eyes on it, and even that was shown to improve people’s 

willingness to clean up after themselves in the area where the poster was placed.  

The same idea applies when we take a step back to notice ourselves in the moment. When 

we pause to be fully present and notice what is going on both around us and within us, we are 

engaging in a mindfulness practice, which is kind of like invoking the Observer Effect on 

ourselves. We live up to a better version of ourselves when we think we are being watched- 

and it works even when the observer is our own higher self.  

 

Improvement for Improvement’s Sake  

Now there something that I think Alan Watts got right: and that is that if self-improvement is 

our goal, then we have the wrong goal. This time when he speaks about self-improvement, it 

                                                           
1 https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/how-the-illusion-of-being-observed-can-make-you-better-person/  

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/how-the-illusion-of-being-observed-can-make-you-better-person/
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is not about the impossibility of it, but rather about our motivation for improvement. And really, 

it’s about our motivation for anything. He says: 

“There’s only one reason for going to school, and that is that somebody has got something 

for you that you are incredibly interested in: how to write Chinese characters, or how to 

understand botany, and you would like to know. You are just interested in flowers, and you 

would like to find out everything there is to be known about them. That’s the point of 

coming here. Or you might like to know how to practice yoga… 

But the whole point of coming to school is that you’re interested in something. You don’t 

come to improve yourself. But the trouble is that the schools got the wrong idea. They 

gave people honors for learning. And the reward for studying French should be the ability 

to speak French, and enjoy reading French, and having fun with French people. But when 

you get a degree for it, then the degree becomes the point.” 2 

It seems that he is providing a rather straightforward answer to this one, this question of 

motivation. We should learn what we learn because we want to know about it. And we should 

improve ourselves, not because improvement is the goal, but because we want to know more 

about ourselves and the world to which we belong. We shouldn’t try to improve ourselves; it 

will happen naturally when we stop trying to improve ourselves, and instead open our hearts 

and minds and spirits, and allow ourselves to be molded and shaped by our experiences. It 

will happen when we pursue purpose and meaning-making; and when we are living into that 

meaningful life in the fullest way possible.  

 

So, in summary, here’s how to improve yourself:  

Step one: notice. Be curious. Learn something simply because you want to know it.  

Step two: get a new goal. Rather than improvement for improvement’s sake, maybe the goal 

can be living a life full of the things that interest you. The goal can be a life full of meaning.   

 

Follow these two simple steps, and you’ll be on your way: to getting out of your own way.  

 

                                                           
2 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v4jBd4fArfQ&list=PLZ1Slk-Pkr4AKSRkZ2zVYRrr-dRGQMEFG&index=3&t=0s  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v4jBd4fArfQ&list=PLZ1Slk-Pkr4AKSRkZ2zVYRrr-dRGQMEFG&index=3&t=0s

