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Reading: a true story told by Unitarian Universalist minister Stefan Jonasson

Before the days of the various e-mail lists sponsored by the Unitarian Universalist Association, I subscribed to the "Unitarian Universalist" forum offered by the commercial e-mail service that I once used (CompuServe). I often found myself embarrassed by the messages I read from this forum, but never more so than when I saw the responses to a message asking what Unitarian Universalism was all about, which had been asked by someone who came across a reference to us in the Encyclopedia Britannica.

I sent a private e-mail to this inquirer, explaining to her that I thought she had been misinformed by the responses to her question, and I offered to send her literature. After three weeks, I had given up hope that I would hear from her when a message appeared in my inbox. Yes, she would like to receive the literature I offered and she included her address, which was a post office box in a small town in Georgia. In the last line she wrote, "Please send the pamphlets in a plain, unmarked envelope." I felt like I was sending contraband through the mail.

Over the next few months, my correspondent revealed her story. She was a high school senior in rural Georgia, and she had been having doubts about her faith — something that was next to impossible to talk about in a small town where the Southern Baptist church was the most liberal one in the vicinity. Sadly, she had become convinced that there was something wrong with her, and her thoughts had even turned to suicide. When her history teacher gave her an assignment on the United Nations – specifically, to write about its "shortcomings" — she stumbled upon an entry about Unitarian Universalism on her way through the encyclopedia's pages to the U.N. Maybe her thoughts weren't crazy after all!

When she confided to her older cousin, who lived in a nearby city and used a computer, they decided to check out Unitarian Universalism online…

Over the years, I continued to hear from her from time to time. The messages eventually stopped, but not before she had told me that Unitarian Universalism had saved her life, both figuratively and literally.

Since then, whenever I've been asked to talk about why the growth and extension of Unitarian Universalism is so important, I inevitably tell the story of this young women from Georgia. Many times, people have come up to me afterward and exclaimed, "that's my story" or "I'm like that girl from Georgia!" So I was quite unprepared when, following an event where I had related this story, more than a decade after mailing the unmarked package, a woman approached me, her daughter in tow. She had waited for the cluster of people surrounding me to depart and, with tears streaming down her cheeks, said "I'm your correspondent from Georgia." It took a moment for me to realize that she wasn't speaking figuratively. She was that high school senior from so many years before, now a bright and beautiful woman with a family of her own and a church that is at the center of her life.

Our ministry of kindness and hope really does offer salvation to people in need of it. It saved a young woman in Georgia. It's saved me. And I'm willing to bet that it's saved you, too!
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I don’t usually think of Unitarian Universalism as a salvific faith.  

Salvation.  That’s one of those religious words I don’t hear much in UU circles.  It is reminiscent of that preoccupation many religious conservatives seem to have, who spend much of their time separating the sinners from the saved, and who seem supremely confident that the people in their pulpits and pews will be among the fortunate few in the camp of the saved.

Salvation.  The word brings to mind the threat of eternal damnation.  Salvation and damnation, these are two sides of the same coin. 

* * *

Two centuries ago our Universalist forebears challenged those whose faith seemed to be rooted in a fear of hell-fire and damnation.

The early Universalists offered a radical message for their time.  They preached of a loving God, who would never turn his back on any of his children.   They said a God of love damns no one.  Universalists got their names because they believed in universal salvation.  They believed everyone will be saved.

The Universalist message reframed the entire religious debate.  Where others took the threat of damnation as a frightening and self-evident danger and debated about how best to avoid it, the Universalists said there is really no danger at all.  Where others imagined themselves walking along the edge of a dizzying precipice from which at any moment they could fall into a fate worse than death, Universalists envisioned a safe and benign religious path that was motivated by a belief in divine love and justice. 

In a way, Universalists made the question of salvation a non-issue.  Without the danger of damnation there is little need to be saved. 

* * *

A few weeks ago I heard my colleague Stefan Jonasson recount the story described in our reading this morning.  And it has stuck with me.

It is a true story, in that it tells of the actual events of Stefan’s life and his encounter with a young woman from Georgia.  But it is also true, in that it says something relevant and valid about our lives and our faith.  

Stefan’s story is still on my mind, because it says something that is true for me.  But I am not certain what that truth is.

I wasn’t raised among conservative Christians in a small town in Georgia.  I grew up in urban areas, cities on the east coast and Germany, with hardly any exposure to religious conservatives.  My father was a Unitarian Universalist minister, and his father was a liberal religious minister as well.

I wasn’t raised in an environment that demanded a stifling Christian conformity.  I was brought up in an environment of religious permissiveness.  The greatest threat to my religious formation was not inflexible convention, but rather a cultural climate of religious indifference. 

The religious sensibilities in my family did not have a significant impact on how I spent my time.  Apart from Sundays at church, no religious observances were expected of me.  There were no prayers at meal time, no prohibitions of food or drink or dance, no particular guidelines for grooming or choice of clothing.  No particular beliefs I was expected to espouse, no creeds I needed to recite.

During my years growing up, my friends and buddies were overwhelmingly of the secular, non-church-going persuasion.  And from everything I said and did among them, they had no reason to think I was anything other than a fellow secularist.

It was quite a surprise for my friends when, after high school, I went off to study religion.  For most young people in Germany religion conjures up images of ancient stone edifices, dark, dank and dusty churches, clergy who are hopelessly out of touch with contemporary culture, out-dated systems of irrational belief, and practices that reek of superstition.  Nevertheless I was drawn to religion.

* * *

I was drawn to religion because, for me, the answers to the existential questions of life have never been self-evident.  And I was unable to remain indifferent to these questions.  

To me it has never been self-evident how I should live my life.  What it means to do good and to be good.  What the meaning and purpose of my life is.  How to maintain faith in humanity, amidst a world that often seems defined by the disturbing realities of suffering, hatred and greed.

The world I experience within and around me is filled with incongruities, competing values, hopes struggling against fears, treasured beliefs battling with deepest doubts.  Experiences of loss and love, of pain and pleasure, of determination and despair, of grief and joy.

I look at the world and I see a battlefield of competing ideas.  Competing conceptions of what it means to live in peace.  Competing perceptions of what justice looks like.  Competing ideas of how wars need to be waged against the evils of terrorism and the evils of imperialism.  Competing notions of what kind of a war needs to be waged on racism, on classism, on homophobia.  

We live in a world in which the proverbial blind men examining the elephant are not content to discuss their differences.  They are not content to offer their perceptions, grasping a leg that feels like a tree, touching an ear that is like a large leaf, or grabbing the tail that seems like a snake.

Instead the blind men are equipped with rifles and swords, ready to shoot those whose perspectives conflict with their own, ready to lop off the piece of the elephant within their reach to prove their point and to do with it as they see fit.  

* * *

To me, the answers to the dilemmas of my life and the crises in the world around me have never been self-evident.  

What does seem self-evident to me, is that those who believe only their own answer is valid are dangerously wrong.

What does seem self-evident to me, is that those who don’t see the suffering around them, those who don’t acknowledge the hurts within them, are living in a state of dangerous denial.

There is much that has been broken that needs mending. There are hurts that need to be healed.

Healing is what salvation is all about.  The word comes from the Latin salus, which means health.  It is the same of the word “salve,” an ointment to sooth our wounds and heal our sores.

  * * *

We do need salvation.  The task of living invariably inflicts wounds upon body and soul.  Left untended, these hurts and wounds will grow sore and fester.  Left untended, we may come to see chronic pain and chronic injustice as inescapable facts of life.

Our church does offer salvation.  It offers a place for those for whom the dominant doctrines and practices make no sense.  Those who can’t help but heed their own doubts, and are compelled to find their own answers.

Our salvation lies in realizing that each of us carries within great wisdom. We each need to find our own voice.  We need to trust our own eyes.  We need to search our own hearts.

Our religion offers salvation for those who know personal faith is a work in progress.  For whom religious life is a journey on which our understanding is invariably shaped by our experience.  Who know that the words and deeds through which we express our faith will continue to grow and change and deepen, even as we grow and change and deepen.

Each of us is perfectly qualified to find meaning.  Each of us is equipped with the tools we need to build a better world. 

Our brand of salvation is for those who know that religious teachings and texts are nothing but so many words, until they are brought to life in our thoughts and deeds.  Religious writings are pointless, senseless gibberish until we make sense of them, until we prove their truth in our acts of compassion, our acts of service.  Religious ideals are nothing but pipe dreams of idle speculation, until they are brought to life in our actions of kindness.

* * *

The world needs a faith like ours.  

One of the ways I am regularly reminded of how our faith is needed, is when I meet with couples who want to be married.  This is one way I evangelize: when I meet with people who know little about Unitarian Universalism beyond the fact that we are more welcoming, more affirming of diversity than other religions.

Sometimes one of the marriage partners is Buddhist and the other a Jew.  Perhaps one is an atheist and the other is a Catholic.  Perhaps both are pagans and they wonder how to have a wedding that doesn’t alienate their Presbyterian parents.

Often the couples share their religious sensibilities cautiously, bracing themselves for yet another minister who will tell them their beliefs are incompatible, their marriage unacceptable, and a religious blessing for their union impossible.

It is always a joy to watch them relax, when I explain that we celebrate religious diversity.  They are surprised to hear that just as we honor the unique expression of every individual’s faith, we believe every marriage should reflect the two unique people making a commitment to live together in love.  I tell them, it is not my place to tell them which words, which rituals, which symbols to include in their marriage.  It is my job to help them find words and deeds that best express who they are, and how they love one another.  Finding what is most meaningful for them is work they need to do.  No one can do it for them.

* * *
Salvation cannot be handed to us.  We cannot be the passive recipients of a life-giving faith.  

We are surrounded by a world filled with meaning – but it is up to us to discern it.  We live in a world beauty and wonder – but it is up to us to see it.  We move in a world pulsing with life, overflowing with boundless possibilities of becoming – but we need to feel it.

Our salvation lies in discerning these miraculous blessings.  We are saved when we are able to see how we are woven into the very fabric of creation.  We are saved when we understand how we can be co-creators of greater life and greater justice.  We are saved when we understand that each of us have a unique role to play in the fulfillment of life’s promise.

May we be mindful of the salvation our faith offers,

and may we have the courage to practice it, to deepen it, to share it.   

Amen.
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