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Worship Service

William J. Ratcliffe

UNITARIAN UNIVERSALISM: In Ten Words or Less?

Articulating our complex and paradoxical Unitarian Universalist faith even for an elevator speech is a difficult task but is it even feasible using only ten words?  This sermon will cover why not to attempt this exercise, then why this exercise will be attempted, the actual ten word explanation of Unitarian Universalism, comments on the explanation and a concluding challenge.

There are many reasons for not attempting to explain Unitarian Universalism.  One is just plain inertia.  We may be put off by our name.  Jennifer Dent in her children’s book “Unitarian Universalism is a Really Long Name” points out the obvious.  As our Unitarian Universlist faith is dogma light, we might assume that there is little to talk about. Our liberal religious faith is strong on the why and how but weak on the what of religion. Personally, over the years, my sense of being a Unitarian Universalist has focused on how to live our faith.  Namely, it is being of service for the common good, while singing in the traces. In other words, work is love made visible.  There is a joke about the difference between Unitarian Universalists and Jehovah Witnesses.  When Unitarian Universalists come to your door, they do not have anything to say.  But, actually, we do have so much to say and so much of which to be proud.  Unitarian Universalism’s complexity adds a challenge.  It operates in gray rather than black and white areas.  Its paradoxical nature is yet another hurdle.  In one of my favourite books, the Rev. Tom Owen-Towle’s “Freethinking Mystics with Hands”, he explores the inherent paradoxes of Unitarian Universalism so well.  Reviewing the myriad of paradoxes in our faith is a topic for a separate sermon.  As a preview though, here are two paradoxes.  One paradox is in the fourth Principle: “a free and responsible search for truth”.  A second paradox is the assumption that each individual may have his or her own personal religious faith while maintaining that some religious perspectives are better or healthier for religious community than others.  For example:  religious tolerance is better that religious intolerance; figurative language is better than literal language; evolving is better than devolving; pluralism is better than partisanship; mindfulness is better than indifference; love is better than hate; open-mindedness is better than closed-mindedness; stewardship is better than ownership.

Now, the why of attempting an explanation of Unitarian Universalism in ten words.  A good question is whether capturing the essence of our evolving liberal religious faith even for a brief moment is worth it.  My short answer is YES!  Curiosity is a good place to start.  In other words, can it be done.  Such an explanation will provide a guide for everyday living and for building our Congregation. Also, it may steel us against indifference.  It may fuel one’s passion for our historical heretical faith and our beloved religious community. It is difficult to be passionate about a liberal faith when one cannot articulate its essence.  As the Rev. Robert Gentile said about eight years ago when he was our Interim Minister, we offer something special not better but different.  If a simple explanation can help us to share our good news story, then it is worth the effort.  Through sharing our secret and our passion, we will grow as individuals and as a Congregation.   Without attempting to craft a positive explanation of Unitarian Universalism, we may slip into negative territory in which we say what we are not.  Or, even worse, accept all perspectives as equally valid.  As for accepting all perspectives as equal, the hymn, “Let It Be a Dance”, states the weakness of this position in the phrase, ”if nothing’s wrong, then nothing’s right”.  Attempting to express our evolving belief system is a valuable exercise as part of spiritual and religious growth.  Not to do so, is to leave the articulation of Unitarian Universalism to others.  But the main reason, for me, to articulate Unitarian Universalism, is to be able to sleep at night, without continually wondering how I would respond to the question “So, what is this Unitarian Universalism?”.

Having convinced myself of the worth of explaining Unitarian Universalism in ten words, here they are: 

“ONENESS OF BEING; ONENESS OF HUMANITY: AN EVOLVING RELIGIOUS FAITH.”

This explanation is inclusive, open and positive enough to be expanded through further explanation and mutual authentic dialogue.  Obviously, these ten words are just the beginning and lead to hundreds more.  The devil is in the details.  The explanation is a gestalt.  The whole is greater than the sum of its parts.  One of the special aspects of Unitarian Universalism is its balanced approach to living.  To maintain the ten word limit, a semicolon and a colon are used instead of words.  The “and” rather than the “or” perspective is implied in this phrase.  Without acceptance of this progressive perspective, our Unitarian Universalist religious faith loses some of its special status.

This explanation implies that instead of relying on an outside source of authority or ideology whether it be a certain holy book or the scientific method, there is a dependence on a  free and responsible search for truth which is based on a balance of reason, conscience and direct experience.  

Complex religious issues are better viewed from a figurative perspective rather than a literal one.  Metaphorical language is a cornerstone of being progressive.  Non-literal language allows for many meanings of the same reality to exist.  Rigid ideology is rooted within literal language.  While words are important, the spirit is more important than the letter, if reaching the heart of the matter is the goal.  Stories are so important in explaining our Unitarian Universalist faith.  Stories are told through figurative language rather than literal language.  Various metaphors are sometimes better at explaining different aspects of an issue and lead to expansion of understanding complex issues.  As part of the 2004 Canvass Campaign, members were asked to contribute their personal metaphors of our Congregation.  A wide variety of metaphors including beacon, oasis, butterfly, heart, sanctuary, bridge and tapestry enriched our Congregational experience.  The word light can be interpreted both literally and figuratively.  The later perspective is much more powerful.  In the film “Walkabout” a girl who, with her brother is lost in the Australian Outback, says that she is looking for light.  Rather than just a physical source of illumination, she is actually looking for civilization.  As for the role of light in our Unitarian Universalist faith, that is a topic for another sermon.

Attempting to reduce religious terms to narrow literal definitions is counter productive.  Narrow definitions lead to exclusion rather than inclusion.  Perspectives which propose a “pure” concept of the correct religion or are anti-religion, favour narrow definitions as they are easier to debate and to be either in favour of or against.  A few examples are required to illustrate this.  Faith can be defined in broad terms as that in which you put your trust.  Spirit can be defined as the essence, the fullness of life or the heart of the matter.  To define God as a supernatural being who intervenes in our world is a narrow definition while defining God as that which is most important in your life, is not.  The latter definition is inclusive and more progressive.  As our faith evolved, the words  Unitarianism and Universalism lost their literal meanings and broadened to represent a oneness of being and a oneness of humanity. Defining religion as requiring a narrow concept of God is limiting while defining religion as relating to others and to the world around us is expanding.  Broad religious definitions are required because of our paradoxical faith.  Reasonable expectations of membership in such a faith community will be the subject of still, another sermon.  

Unitarian Universalism speaks volumes just in its name.  The two words imply an evolving hybrid religion instead of a pure relatively stable one.  The strengths of the two formerly separate religious traditions dove tailed so well.  The head and heart joined together for a more balanced approach to religion  while the pride and the humbleness gave way to humble confidence.  Development of the whole person is the objective of our liberal religion.   Obviously, to make this new reality work, compromises are necessary.  One of the best examples of a principled compromise was the realization of our Congregation about ten years ago at a Congregational Meeting that although a majority were in favour of a name change to incorporate the words Unitarian Universalist Congregation, there was not the two thirds majority required, to do so.  Instead, a motion to acknowledge that we are a Unitarian Universalist Congregation was overwhelmingly approved, thus allowing this status to appear on our roadside sign.  

Before I continue, what would you answer if some asked, what you are religiously beyond your personal faith.  If you are willing, please raise your hand if you are a Unitarian Universalist.  Thank you.  Now, please raise your hand if you are a Unitarian.  Thank you.  Please raise your hand if you are a Universalist.  Thank you all.

Unitarian Universalism focuses on what it is for, rather than what it is against. Being progressive is maintaining a positive perspective.  To define one’s perspective as being anti anything is counter productive to being progressive.  Some doubt is good as it is useful in refining the essence of our religious faith as a process, but allowing skepticism to prevail focuses on the wrongness of the other.  As The Rev. Susan Van Dreser points out doubt is open and associated with the heart while skepticism is closed and associated with the intellect. Being positive is saying yes to life.  The hymn, Just as Long as I have Breath which we sang earlier is one of my favourite hymns. Anger at that which is unjust or lacking in right relations is fine.  But, the way forward must be with positive action not a continuation of anger.  While watching the film Adoration recently, I was mindful of a powerful phrase in the script; “Anger sucks up a lot of intelligence”.  To repeat an important point, Unitarian Universalists are responsible for defining their religious faith instead of being defined by non UUs

I will now repeat the ten word explanation of Unitarian Universalism, it is, “Oneness of Being; Oneness of Humanity: An Evolving Religious Faith”.

The oneness of being is broad and inclusive allowing for a wide variety of individual concepts of being or something that is greater than the individual.  Some of the possible names are God, the interdependent web of all existence, mystery, wonder, Goddess, Spirit of Life, gods,  Service, Life, the sacred, the holy and ultimate value.  The openness of the word “being” allows for many meanings.  What ever matters for the individual empowers him or her to live our Unitarian Universalist faith.  The Unitarian Universalist perspective of encouraging many meanings for the same word or many words for the same meaning is a crucial difference from other faiths.  I am mindful of a common theme in the sermons of our Minister, The Rev. Myron Andes.  Unitarian Universalists are responsible for their own definition of religious terms.

The oneness of humanity is truly a life changing perspective.  Instead of dividing humanity into separate groups, our similarities are embraced.  There are no divisions into the saved/the unsaved, the wise/the foolish,  the religious/ the unreligious,  the socially superior/the socially inferior or the privileged/the unprivileged. Love is the gestalt which melds together the many life affirming religious perspectives found in our Unitarian Universalist faith.   There is a “We” not an “I” feeling.  This perspective has huge implications for how we relate with one another and especially for our positions on social justice.   How we respond to differences determines the health of our religious faith.  We learn branding very early and this often affects how we respond to someone who is different.  This preconceived perception of particular religious faiths often precludes the growing acceptance of the commonalities between us.  There is a quick, Uh-Oh judgment reaction instead of a perspective of patience which allows for engagement and growth, both for us as individuals and for those around us.

My advocacy for music in our Worship Services is ironic as I can’t carry a tune and have only a bit of musical experience.  Still, the important role of music in our liberal religious faith can not be denied.  One of the anchors of Unitarian Universalism is pluralism.  Simply stated, pluralism is “Many Sources; Many Truths”.  Our Principles and Sources strongly reflect this perspective.  Our hymnal, Singing the Living Tradition, clearly demonstrates this eclectic approach to celebrating an open and broad religious perspective.   One only has to open its pages to reveal the depth and breadth of our unique heretical faith.  What other hymnal would contain “We are a Gentle Angry People” and  “As we come marching, marching” along side “Amazing Grace” and  “This Little Light of Mine”.  The metaphorical nature of music allows each person to individually experience its essence.  But here is another paradox.  Scientific research has shown that music affects all parts of our brains, even the early evolutionary parts that are shared with other animals.  Music truly affects our whole selves by regulating serotonin  and dopamine levels in our brains.  Hymn singing which is important for community building rests on a scientific basis as well as a faith basis.

Although a UU may or may not find that one of the sources of our denomination speaks more clearly to him or to her, primacy of any one source is difficult to defend.   Instead of having more in common with others who have a similar personal faith perspective, for example other theists or humanists, there is a closer connection to those who are of good-will and generosity of spirit, regardless of their personal faiths.  Many years ago, one of our Unitarian forebears, The Rev. Francis David of Transylvania, prophetically stated and I quote, “We need not think alike, to love alike.”, end of quote. Our potentially transformational Worship Services are so special because those attending hold such a wide variety of personal religious faiths.  Wayne Arnason and Kathleen Rolenz point out in their book Worship That Works, and I quote, “We gather together to hold up those things of ultimate worth, meaning and value”, end of quote.

Although all religious denominations evolve whatever the speed, the level of intention of Unitarian Universalism to evolve as a religious faith is rare.  Defining religion is almost another sermon by itself but one definition which works for me is that it is how we relate to others and to the world.  As Forrest Church pointed out, “Religion is our human response to the dual reality of  being alive and having to die”.  The actual process of living is at the centre of religion.  D.H. Lawrence commented on the evolutionary nature of religion.  He said and I quote, “A person has not religion who has not slowly and painfully gathered it together, adding to it, shaping it; one’s religion is never complete and final it seems, but must always be undergoing modification.” (end of quote)  The life journey and the search for truth are the goals rather than some static end.  I have revised for this century, an old relevant joke.  A person went into a fabric shop for some flannelette.  While measuring off the seven metres of material, the clerk asked for its purpose. The customer replied, I am making a nightgown.  The surprised clerk said that you do not need all of this material for a nightgown.  The customer replied, Oh yes I do, as my lover is a Unitarian Universalist who would rather seek than find.  Mark DeWolfe, in his hymn, “Sing Out Praises for the Journey” so insightfully describes this perspective.  A Global Chalice Lighting, last year, commented on the search for the evolving nature of truth. A truth worthy of complete devotion may not be provable by reason, but it will not insult our intelligence, nor will it be alien to our experience.  

An aspect of evolution is the continual transformative renewing of both ourselves as individuals and our Congregation as an institution.  Without renewal, the individual does not grow spiritually and the institution eventually dies.  The evolving of our liberal religion requires a healthy congregational polity.  This pivotal process of our Unitarian Universalist faith is worthy of yet another totally separate sermon.

To repeat, my ten word explanation of Unitarian Universalism is: “ONENESS OF BEING; ONENESS OF HUMANITY: AN EVOLVING RELIGIOUS FAITH.”  My challenge to all Members of our Unitarian Universalist Congregation is to attempt to articulate your religious faith in your own words.  A key orientation is to strive to find out more about ultimate truth while being mindful of the partial and temporal nature of our explanations.  Hopefully, there will be opportunities scheduled for authentic dialogue in small groups within diverse programs. 

Your authentic explanation of Unitarian Universalism, regardless of some difference in words,  will contain the same essence or spirit  whether you are alone, in our UU Congregation, in the larger community or even in a setting lacking good will in which you are asked “Are you or have you ever been a member of a Unitarian Universalist Congregation?”. Good luck in articulating your own ten word explanation.  May our perspective of what is Unitarian Universalism, continue to evolve and to be renewed.

May it be so. 

Amen, and

Let it be.
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