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Introduction

1. Synopsis of year’s programs

· We’ve arrived at the last regular program of our year-long series on the new millennium.  We’ve taken a fresh look at beliefs and current trends in some of the world’s great wisdom traditions.  I don’t know about you, but I’ve been anxiously awaiting this day, to find out what it is that UU’s believe!

· Actually, we’ve been answering that question all year.  For ours is an assortment of many religious traditions.  We come from Judeo-Christian roots, but have developed a decidedly eastern leaning.  We’ve been baptized in humanism (whether you consider that a cleansing or a drowning) and sprinkled with mysticism.  We have much in common with Quakers, Native Americans, and certain modern branches of Judaism and Islam.  We even have remnants of fundamentalism, that factory of UU recruits – a fundamentalism which asserts itself in our own ranks when we grow too sure of ourselves or too intolerant of dissenting opinions.

2. Universal Questions

· Such diversity in a denomination of only 200,000 begs the question.  “What do we believe, collectively?”  What is our heritage and where are we headed?

· I will try to answer these questions in the context of a larger human predicament: that haunting awareness of our own ignorance, depravity, and mortality,  In less demeaning terms, our finite comprehension, finite will and finite identity.  To paraphrase Niebuhr, in all religion there is a note of protest against this finiteness.  World religions address these three questions: (a) what to believe, (b) how to live, and (c) where to turn for hope and comfort.  I propose that the successful religion of the 21st century must harmonize these three dimensions of the human condition.  Without making any predictions, I believe our denomination is positioned to meet that challenge.

UU Beliefs

1. Given our aversion to doctrine, it is ironic that we are named after two of them.  The irony doesn’t stop there.  Our forefathers were christened Unitarians by outsiders; they didn’t want the label.  Yet, today I see that we are suing an imposter group calling itself the American Unitarian Association, for stealing our name!

· The Unitarian title refers to the 16th-century belief that the Christian God is one, not three.  Of course, the argument was not about who knew how to count.  Carried to its logical conclusion, the early Unitarian view threw into question the divinity of Jesus (but not his supreme humanity, I hasten to add).  This elicited an unfriendly response from Christendom, which seemed to forget that the doctrine of the Trinity and the deity of Christ did not become orthodoxy until voted on three centuries after Jesus died.

· The Universalist title refers to the belief that God extends salvation to everyone, not just the lucky, the chosen or the worthy few.  It made no sense to Universalists that an omnipotent and benevolent God would condemn some of his children to eternal suffering for causes over which He had complete control (believers still struggle with that one).

· While these two doctrines helped to shape the UU tradition of independence and critical evaluation, they don’t adequately define us today.  But unless we get lucky and lose the lawsuit, we’re stuck with the label.  So let me propose an interpretation more appropriate for the 21st century.  Unitarian could signify our belief that reality is unified – that is, one truth cannot conflict with another, and one method of discerning truth cannot contradict another – in a word, integrity.  Universalism could imply that whatever claims we make for ourselves, whether to freedoms, personal rights, or entitlement to love, grace and dignity, we make these same claims for everyone else – in a word, equality.  Imagine the public relations boost if we called ourselves “The Church of Integrity and Equality!”

2. Disclaimers

· One must cast UU beliefs in descriptive, not prescriptive terms, although I will no doubt stray over that line separating what is from what ought to be.

· We have no universal creed, doctrine, or uniform system of beliefs.  What I offer is a composite or mosaic, not a precise profile of the typical UU.  

· I will expand our definition of belief to include values and attitudes.

· Finally, Unitarian Universalism is dynamic, not static; creative, not conformist.  Its evolutionary response to new needs, new evidence, and new insights makes it difficult to typecast.

3. Prominent UU values 

· Before we despair of finding any substance whatsoever, let me enumerate six values over which we find broad agreement among UU’s.  Our history reflects a high regard for the principles of freedom, reason and tolerance.  

· Famous UU’s who advocated for: (1) freedom – Michael Servetus (Spaniard who died in defense of doctrinal freedom), Rev. Theodore Parker (theologian, risked his life freeing slaves), (2) reason – Joseph Priestly (Unitarian minister and scientist), William Ellery Channing (theologian), Thomas Paine (author of The Age of Reason), (3) tolerance – Francis David (Transylvanian Unitarian), Hosea Ballou (Universalist).

· These principles have become embedded in UU.  Unfortunately, we can easily mistake them for what one minister refers to as terminal values, when they are really instrumental values.

· Reason, freedom and tolerance have spiritual and moral implications.  They are inert and worthless unless we employ them toward nobler ends, i.e., wisdom, democracy and justice, also part of the UU heritage.

· Ralph Waldo Emerson and the 19th century Transcendentalist movement championed the power and universal accessibility of spiritual wisdom.  Social justice became the trademark of UU reformers like Susan B. Anthony (advocated for the mentally ill), Clara Barton (Red Cross founder) and Albert Schweitzer (humanitarian doctor who said, “My life, my argument.”).  Democracy permeates UU history, epitomized by Ben Franklin, Thomas Jefferson and Henry Bellows.

4. Dealing with divergent beliefs

· Despite this principle-laden tradition, we are commonly accused of believing whatever we want.  Or worse.  C. S. Lewis may have had us in mind when he said, “those who believe in everything really believe in nothing.” 

· Years ago, a visitor to our fellowship summed it up very succinctly after his first visit.  At the call for questions, he asked in a booming voice, “Where’s the beef?”  Luckily, he turned vegetarian and became a staunch member!

· To the accusation that we believe what we want, I would respond that if we honor all our principles, then we believe what we must.  Our freedom enables us to seek the truth, and reason helps us find it, but honesty compels us to face the truth.

· Free markets don’t mean you can pay what you want for goods and services.  They only assure that the forces governing price are neither artificially restrained (as in a regulated market) nor preferentially applied (as in a monopoly).  So it is in the free market of ideas.  Truth doesn’t bend to human notions nor does it discriminate; we are free to purchase truth, but truth itself is not free.

· Now to the accusation that we believe everything.  We must admit to a diversity of beliefs, some of them conflicting (Christians and atheists in the same congregation).  Walt Whitman might easily have been speaking for his Unitarian church when he mused, “Do I contradict myself?  Yes, I contain multitudes.”  That doesn’t mean we believe everything or the same things.  

· Consensus is not the central issue for UU’s.  We view spiritual inquiry as a personal quest, to be fostered but not dictated by our religious community.  Our caution is justified by respect for individual autonomy and a simple acknowledgment that humans have never agreed on theological matters.  Why should arbitrary labels deprive us from exploring and honoring the best of many religious traditions?  In the free market of ideas, heterogeneity may even give us an advantage.

· No one dispels the accusation of C. S. Lewis better than Mohandas Gandhi, the great Indian liberator and proponent of civil disobedience.  When asked why a Hindu would have a portrait of Jesus on his wall, Gandhi responded, “I am Christian, Hindu, Moslem and Jew.”  Did this man’s inclusiveness cause him to believe in everything?  I don’t think so!  Did his humility cause him to believe in nothing?  Hardly!  In fact, the world holds him up as an exemplar of clear thinking and principled living.

· While most of us lack the purity and wisdom of Gandhi or Jesus, it is safe to say that UU’s do believe in something of value – something sacred.  It is a failure of imagination to say that legitimate religious belief must have a singular label or a tangible symbol.  If you’ve associated with UU’s very long, you know we have no shortage of strong opinions about deep topics!

5. The extent of UU faith

· Most religions identify themselves by their particular deity or superhuman figure.  So let’s get to the question we’ve all either asked or been asked.  “Do UU’s believe in God?”  One valid response might be, “some do, some don’t.”  A more provocative one might be, “which god?”

· But some UU’s feel we’re answering the wrong question.  UU president Bill Schultz maintained the relevant question isn’t whether you believe in God, but whether your attitude toward the universe is one of gratitude and generosity, or one of cynicism.  We should applaud any faith in deity that cultivates a gracious attitude toward life.  And many do.

· But some do not.  The Calvinists surely believed in God.  Yet, they also believed in the doctrine of predestination, which says: nothing we do matters; our lives have already been scripted to the last detail and their outcome, determined.  This strikes me as the most cynical of theologies.  Not surprisingly, Calvinism contributed greatly to the early rise of Unitarianism.

· Contrast Calvinism with the unconventional faith of atheist Jean Paul Sartre.  He argued that although our actions are of no great consequence, we are nonetheless free, our freedom condemns us to choose, and our choice makes us responsible.  Some regard this existentialist philosophy as pessimistic, but for me it evokes relief, gratitude and resolve.  For it assures me that my powers, although feeble, are at my command and too precious to waste.

· Too often the question about God diverts our attention from principles to personalities.  Like Einstein, we have difficulty fathoming a personal god who intervenes in our affairs or doles out rewards and punishments.  Many UU’s think of God as principle (e.g. love, creative force, or ultimate reality). 

6. If we can’t offer our members a portrait of God or a ticket to Heaven, I must repeat a question raised after our last program: “Why bother?” 

· Some say religion is all about beliefs.  Huston Smith says the essence of religion is liturgical.  My own explorations have persuaded me that it’s mostly about connections and relationships.  The Mormon Church offers its members an array of seductive doctrines and secret ceremonies, but its current leader attributes its exponential growth to a sense of belonging.

· Yes, religion is about connections.  The word means to re-tie or re-link, to reestablish a lost relationship with our creator, our community, perhaps even our deeper selves.  What better antidote for the isolating, alienating, often de-humanizing effect of modern society?

· The Dalai Lama understands connections.  He recommends that most people honor the religion of their origin, if they can do so in ecumenical fashion.

· I’m reminded of a sermon “Why  Do We Bother,” given by Reverend Kenneth Sawyer years ago.  In it he said, “I think that it is shortsighted and ultimately futile to believe that we can be religiously nurtured and sustained outside of communities of religious fellowship.”  We need the challenge of new ideas to stimulate and clarify our own thinking, and we need an atmosphere of respect and caring that allows us to grow spiritually.

· That’s good news for UU’s.  If we agree on nothing else, we agree on the importance of community and the entitlement of all sincere seekers to nurturing and respect.  Our current president John Buehrens says “nature abhors a vacuum and so does the human spirit.”  Another contemporary UU, F. Forester Church reflects on the conventional notion of freedom as liberation from bondage, “today our problem is not bondage, but bondlessness.”  Tom Owen-Towle says, “wisdom is uncovered not in me or in you, but between us – in possibilities that transcend us both.”

· Another reason we bother on Sundays is empowerment.  It starts with the children.  

· If you’ve ever pushed a child in a swing, you know that by properly timing your push the child will go higher and higher, eventually reaching heights unachievable by merely throwing them in the air.  The swing approximates the laws of forced, simple harmonic motion.  If the push happens at other than the natural frequency, either we don’t connect or we collide!  That’s what happens when we grow up in a church that doesn’t fit – we don’t connect or we collide.

· The UU principles I’ve mentioned resonate for most of us, ideally pushing us to heights we would not achieve on our own.  Many of you have commented that your involvement in this fellowship inspires you to engage your time and energy in other causes.  More than just supporting the UU agenda, we come here to recharge our spirits; we bother so we can give our children and each other a push.

Future of UU

1. National and global issues that demand a progressive religion (candidate study topics for 2001 UUA General Assembly Agenda)

· The changing family (definitions, roles, boundaries, social supports)

· Economic globalization (equity, environment, quality of life)

· Factory farming (health, environment, lifestyle, animal abuse)

· Native American concerns (cultural, economic, political)

· Prison reform (rapid expansion, racism, privatization, restorative justice)

· Sanctions against Iraq

· Separation of church and state (school vouchers, subsidized charity, tax exempt lobbying and political organizing)

· U.S. election reform (choice, proportional representation, campaign finance and electoral reform)

2. Other threats and emerging issues

· Materialism and consumerism (market as God)

· Environment (drinking water, food supply, climate change, population)

· Nuclear weapons (proliferation, technological advances)

· Medicine, bioethics, genetic engineering

· Education (Horace Mann: universal and free public education)

· Substance abuse and addiction

3. Probable responses by liberal religion (aligned around the six UU principles)

· TOLERANCE: A force for integration, not division (as with Progressive Religious Partners)

· REASON: An enlightened religious view of earth as finite, and humans as self-determining

· FREEDOM: A reduction in nationalism, elitism and economic disparity; development of a global identity

· DEMOCRACY: Advocacy for public education, truly representative government, and diversity as an asset

· JUSTICE: innovative guidance to deal with economic growth tradeoffs, equity and fairness for women, minorities, gays and lesbians, future generations’ right to environmental and social health, euthanasia

· SPIRITUALITY: A qualitative rather than quantitative or binary view of life, the latter being responsible for many of our social ills

4. If we manage the last of these six responses, the others will come more readily.  One key to UU success is to gain maturity, which Mark Twain portrayed as the ability to grasp two conflicting ideas without collapsing into confusion.  We need this kind of maturity to manage paradox – three in particular.

· Head vs. heart  – This dichotomy is viewed by some as a threat to the future of UU, but it could be our salvation.  As Francis David said, “we need not think alike to love alike.”  First of all, it gives us the opportunity to exercise and develop tolerance and democracy, which we profess to uphold.  We can perfect these in the laboratory of our own fellowships.  To me, real tolerance is more than forbearance – it takes work.  Ideally, we listen, then we reflect, then we understand, then we respect, and ultimately we appreciate (I didn’t say agree).  That process cannot occur suddenly.  Nor unilaterally.  Tolerating intolerance may be logically consistent, but it is unworkable.

· Second, we simply need both elements, just as an alloy is stronger than either of the parent metals, or a hybrid is more resistant than the pure strains. Bill Schultz said recently, “a good heart is as valuable as a keen intellect … (then reminiscent of Pascal) there are some matters before which the mind surrenders but the heart abides.”  Even though the Unitarians and Universalists merged in 1961, I think Dr. Schultz will be remembered for uniting our two traditions.  Of course, that has produced tension.  Our challenge is to apply our intellectual and spiritual assets in ways that reinforce rather than oppose. 

· Certainty vs. ambiguity – John Locke said, “a rational man will hold his opinions with some measure of doubt.”  The “theology of doubt” underlies Unitarian Universalism.  How do we preserve our passion and identity, but still keep the door open to new ideas?  We must be willing to confront and question our own finite understanding even as we derive meaning from that understanding.  The bane of religion is this temptation to order and codify our beliefs.  Henry Adams once said, “chaos often breeds life, when order breeds habit.”  

· This doesn’t mean we should abandon or apologize for our religious beliefs, but that we leave room for dissenting opinions, for chaos and amazement.  Walt Whitman did not let ambiguity confine his spirit, “I hear and behold God in every object, yet understand God not in the least.”

· Perhaps uncertainty makes for deeper spirituality, allowing us to experience authentic joy, suffering and meaning.  When we are unsure, we rely more on faith, courage and wonder, all essential ingredients of the human spirit.  We can even gain wisdom from insecurity, as the title of Alan Watts’ book implies.  

· How do we avoid the extremes of paralysis on one hand, and dogmatism on the other?  UU Jack Mendelsohn advocates a life committed, yet restrained only by conscience. Taking action can provide warmth when we are, in the words of poet Phyllis McGinley, “shivering in the draft of an open mind.”  Spiritual maturity means living with doubt, but not living by doubt.

· Saving vs. savoring the world – Egyptian mythology has it that when a person died, they would be confronted and interrogated about their earthly life by the God Osiris.  Osiris would end with a two-part question: First, did you find joy, and second, did you bring joy?  We are answerable to both, as Albert Camus expressed, “There is beauty and there are the humiliated.  Whatever difficulties the enterprise may present, I would like never to be unfaithful either to the one or the other.”

· Again, the key is balance.  Owen-Towle refers to UU’s as “both sharers of beauty and builders of justice.”  We must know love to give it.  We must enjoy Mother Nature to fight in her behalf.  We must experience the joy of Unitarian poet ee cummings, “thank you god for this most amazing day.”  Authentic compassion is born of gratitude, not guilt.  Gratitude for beauty and love, gratitude for having suffered ourselves and survived.

5. Other essential qualities for 21st century religion are humility, responsiveness to change and receptiveness to myth.

· Humility: Niebuhr said that allowing for one’s own fallibility is essential to democracy.  John Locke counted on it for his political theories.  That was his vital contribution to parliamentary democracy, the advantages of which seem obvious to us now.  But in Locke’s day the prevailing politics of inherited power made democracy appear suspicious, even contemptible.  I think to transcend religious divisions in the 21st century, the world desperately needs a quantum advance in religion that parallels the political shift to democracy in the 17th century.

· Today’s religion is burdened by persistent fundamentalist, elitist and ethnocentric elements. Camus charged in The Rebel, “All people and all sects must understand that they correct one another … and that a limit shall curb them all.  Each refuses to be God.”  

· Humility is not often associated with our denomination, but I’ll be optimistic and call it an emerging UU principle.  I’m speaking not of the passive humility that makes us cower as hopeless sinners, but the active, inquiring humility exemplified by Socrates.  His inquisitive mind was ameliorated by a humble wisdom that allowed him to let go of illusions.

· An example of active humility?  If we engage in true dialogue whereby we seek to convince someone, humility means also allowing for the possibility of being persuaded by them.  Not that we lower our standards for truth, but that we be prepared to change when we submit new evidence to those standards.

· Responsiveness to change: I’m speaking of incremental, but continuous change.  “Semper reformanda” (always evolving) was the rallying cry of Unitarian hero Francis David.  Emerson once preached a sermon dredged up from his archives, pausing periodically to say, “I no longer believe that.”  If anything stands out in the new century, it is the inevitability of change and the premium placed on adaptability.  It’s unusual and exciting to profess a religion whose future form we cannot conceive, but whose substance will surely include love, community, reverence for nature and divine mystery.

· Receptiveness to Myth:  This quality is necessary if you are to believe everything else I’ve said!  Now that we’ve spent centuries purging our religion of every fantasy, perhaps we need some re-enchantment.

· Let’s admit it.  We all have our myths – call them ideals if you like.  Today I’ve romanticized some of these.  The atheist’s claim to clarity is as bound by myth as the believer’s claim to deity.  Quoting Schultz again, “the mysteries of creation are so great as to overwhelm every human attempt to capture them.”  In my view we have enormous appetite, but little aptitude for the infinite.  A cruel curse perhaps, but also a blessing.  History’s greatest imaginations have reached beyond their grasp to achieve profound artistic, scientific and humanitarian feats.

· UU’s postulate the absolute dignity and perfectibility of human nature.  The Holocaust declares the folly of that premise, but the story of Gandhi compels us to assent.  Defying conventional wisdom, he staked his life and all of India on a belief in the ultimate goodness of his oppressors – a myth that bore fruit.  The motive force in our lives is not a choice between myth and fact, but between life denying and life affirming myth.

6. Conclusion: a UU mandate

· Ours is an uneasy balance that sanctions both generosity and skepticism toward other religions.  Every tradition that I have examined has adherents whose intellect and character far surpass my own.  Thoughtfully devout people of all faiths remind me of my limited perspective.  At the same time, their conflicting responses to life’s grave questions remind me to heed Will James’ warning, of losing the truth by claiming to possess it wholly.

· Let me conclude with Tom Owen-Towle’s challenge to UU’s in his book, Freethinking Mystics with Hands.  “Indisputably, to become a robust, attractive faith for the 21st century, we must suppress arid rationalism and mindless mysticism.”  I would add “stubborn fanaticism.”  We need rationalism, mysticism and fanaticism, but we must live at the center of our intellectual, spiritual and moral resources.

· With such diverse and inexact theological beliefs, how do we deliver a coherent message to the world?  If you want to see something clearly, you use white light, which we know to contain every color in the rainbow.  We do not ask red to be blue, or red and blue to be white.  For there is no such thing as a color white – only the blending together of all colors to make white.  We are not a monochromatic religion.  We need a multi-colored membership to, in Max Kapp’s words, “light the windows of the world.”

· May our light grow ever brighter.  May we not hide it under a bushel, but beam it out to the 21st century, our heart offering warmth, our mind illuminating truth, our conscience expelling the shadows of injustice.
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