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“I have an almost complete disregard of precedent 

and a faith in the possibility of something better.  

It irritates me to be told how things always have been done… 

I defy the tyranny of precedent.  I cannot afford the luxury 

of a closed mind.  I go for anything new 

that might improve the past.”

-- Clara Barton, Unitarian Universalist layperson 

and founder of the Red Cross
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Meditation:  by Unitarian Universalist minister Ralph Helverson  (from 11/21/04)

Deep in ourselves resides the religious impulse…

We have religion when we stop deluding ourselves that we are self-sufficient, self-sustaining, or self-derived.

We have religion when we hold some hope beyond the present, some self-respect beyond our failures.

We have religion when our hearts are capable of leaping up at beauty, when our nerves are edged by some dream in the heart.

We have religion when we have an abiding gratitude for all that we have received.

We have religion when we look upon people with all their failings and still find in them good; when we look beyond people to the grandeur in nature and to the purpose in our own heart.

We have religion when we have done all that we can, and then in confidence entrust ourselves to the life that is larger than ourselves.

Reading:  a teaching story from the Islamic tradition, about the wise fool, Mullah Nasruddin (from Taking Flight by Anthony de Mello, p.75)

All the philosophers, divines, and doctors of the law were assembled in court for the trial of Mullah Nasruddin.  The accusation was a serious one; he had been going from town to town, saying, “Your so-called religious leaders are ignorant and confused,”  So he was charged with heresy, the penalty for which was death.


“You may speak first,” said the Caliph.


The Mullah was perfectly self-possessed.  “Have paper and pen brought in,” he said, “and give them to the ten wisest men in this august assembly.”


To Nasrudddin’s amusement, a great squabble broke out among the holy men as to who was the wisest among them.  When the contention had died down and each of the chosen ten was equipped with paper and pen, the Mullah asked, “Have each of them write down the answer to the following question:  What is matter made of?”


The answers were written down and handed to the Caliph, who read them out.  One said, “It is made of nothing.” Another said, “Molecules.”  Yet another, “Energy.”  Others, “Light,” “I do not know,” “Metaphysical Being,” and so on.


Said Nasruddin to the Caliph, “When they come to an agreement on what matter is, they will be fit to judge questions of the spirit.  Is it not strange that they cannot agree on something that they themselves are made of, yet they are unanimous in their verdict that I am a heretic?”

Reading:  by Unitarian Universalist theologian James Luther Adams, from an essay entitled “Guiding Principles for a Free Faith” (from On Being Human Religiously, p.15)

Now it should be clear that if some people wish infallible guidance in religion, they are not going to find it in liberal religion.  Of course, orthodox mentors will claim that this is the reason we need a divine guide, in a book or a church doctrine.  Further, they sometimes tell us that the mortal sin of the liberal is the unwillingness to submit to divine authority and that this unwillingness grows out of intellectual pride.  What the orthodox overlooks, however, is this: the most pretentious pride of all is that of those who think themselves capable of recognizing infallibility, for they must themselves claim to be infallible in order to identify the infallible.


In contrast, the liberal seeks in the words of prophets, in the deeds of saintly men and women, and in the growing knowledge of nature and human nature provided by science meanings that evoke the free loyalty and conviction of people exposed to them in open discourse.
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Today is September 10th, just one day away from the fifth anniversary of 9/11.  In the last few weeks I have caught snippets of news commentaries and documentaries that remind of the events of that day five years ago, which some said, “changed the world forever.”  

I can’t say I agree with that assessment.  Though flying airplanes into the World Trade Center and the Pentagon was a dramatic and symbolically laden act of horrendous violence, killing thousands of people, I don’t think the world was actually forever changed that day.

For a moment the whole world seemed to share this country’s shock and pain.  A chorus of voices across the world expressed outrage at the acts committed.  Political allies and political enemies, both within this country and beyond, joined together in the spirit of solidarity and support, opening the door to a new era of global friendship.  

As it turned out, we didn’t walk through this doorway and down the path of international understanding.  Instead we chose the familiar road of military response, the road on which might makes right.  In the course of the past five years this road has led us to place global tension.  Even among our allies we have created an unprecedented sense of alienation and international opposition.

Now, as much as I would like to expound on the political state of this nation and the costs of its foreign policy, I will refrain from doing so this morning.

The reason I mention 9/11 today, is that the events in New York and Washington that day had consequences in Urbana/Champaign, in this very church.

People who had never set foot in a church, temple or synagogue – entered houses of worship in search of solace that day.  The doors of this church were opened to welcome people who felt a need for religious sustenance.  Countless men and women were deeply shocked and shaken, grieving and raging, struggling to make sense of the disaster.  I know some of you who are active members here today, walked through the doors of this church for the first time that day.

The attacks of 9/11 exploded the sense of security and meaning millions of Americans had long taken for granted.  The events didn’t fit into the framework through which we made sense of the world.  The crisis shook the foundations of our lives.  We were forced us to confront existential questions of life and death, good and evil, love and hate, hope and despair.

This is what every religious community seeks to offer:  a place where we can confront questions of meaning.  A place where we can be reminded that life is stronger than death, and good greater than evil.  A place where we are able to move from hate to love.  Where we “hew out of the mountain of despair a stone of hope.” (M. L. King, Jr.)

Religion is an effort to find answers to the deepest questions of our lives.  And every religion seeks to do so in a slightly different way.  I myself am partial to the Unitarian Universalist way.

* * *

Ours is a religion that proudly celebrates a history of heresy.  Our heroes challenged the orthodox authorities of their day and championed innovative theology and progressive social causes.

Like Mullah Nasrudin, Unitarian Universalists have liked to point out the errors of orthodox thought and the hypocrisy of small-minded dogmatism.  

However, not all of our religious forebears were as successful as Nasruddin in avoiding the wrath of religious authorities.  Five hundred years ago, Michael Servetus was put to death for his heretical teachings.  In the midst of the tumultuous years of the protestant reformation, Servetus said there is no scriptural basis for the doctrine of the trinity.  His book “On the Errors of the Trinity” was based on his critical, rational reading of the Bible, and became a sixteenth century bestseller.  Opposing Trinitarian doctrine, lifting up God’s unity, Servetus was called a Unitarian.  

Centuries later our Universalist forebears were persecuted because - at a time when most minister preached hellfire and damnation - they believed that God is too good to let anyone burn in hell forever.  They believed that in the end everyone will be saved.  They believed in universal salvation, and thus were called Universalists.

* * *

Ask ten wise men and women to answer a question of deep religious meaning – the nature of God, the secret of salvation, the meaning of good and evil – and you will get ten different answers.  For those who crave religious certainty, this diversity of opinion is a serious problem.  Not so for Unitarian Universalists.  

For us, a diversity of perspectives provides the fertile soil in which we work to find kernels of religious truth.  For us this is the most promising place in which to grow a deep and vibrant faith.

Our celebration of diversity is perhaps the most striking feature of Unitarian Universalism.  Where most other religions suggest a particular path to salvation or enlightenment or life eternal, we say, there are as many different paths to salvation as there are people in the world.  Where most other religions provide their believers with a specific system of beliefs, we say, every person needs to develop and explore their own beliefs, in light of their own particular life story, guided by their own conscience, and their best powers of heart and mind.  

We agree with the Christian theologian Emil Brunner who wrote, “No religion in the world is without some elements of truth.  No religion is without its profound error.”  The task of discerning truth amidst error cannot be done for us.  Every individual needs to do this work.

We agree with the Hindu, who says, “religion… is not compounded of dogmas and creeds.  Religion is a way of life in consonance with rationality and Truth.  Truth is not and cannot be revealed once and of all – it must be a progressive revelation.”  (Harold F. Mazumdar)  The pursuit of truth is a never-ending process.  Wisdom and understanding are never gained once and for all, but need to be rediscovered again and again.

We are a community of seekers.  Each of us heading in a slightly different direction.  Each of us reaching slightly different goals.  Each of us guided by slightly different convictions.

This is what makes it so difficult to answer the seemingly simple question:  What do Unitarian Universalists believe?  Because we believe all sorts of things.  Some of us believe in God, others don’t.  Some believe in life after death, some in reincarnation, and some believe that this right now is the only shot at life we get.  Some of us practice Buddhist meditation, others observe the Jewish High Holy Days.  Some of us believe the Humanist Manifesto, others find inspiration in the poetry of the psalms.

Amidst this diversity of beliefs it is sometimes difficult to see what it is that binds us together in religious community.

* * *

In 1975 a man by the name of Robert L’H Miller conducted a comparative study of the values Unitarian Universalists hold, based on an earlier study of the values of Catholics, Protestants, Jews, and the unchurched.  Comparing the results of both studies Miller made some interesting observations. For instance, he learned that though we Unitarian Universalists are widely diverse in our stated beliefs, we share a remarkably homogenous set of values.

Perhaps even more strikingly, he found that rich Catholics and rich Protestants held a different set of values than the poor members of their churches held; new members held different values than long-term members.  But neither wealth nor any other variables affected the typical values Unitarian Universalists held. Poor UUs had the same values as rich ones.  New UUs had the same values as members of long standing.  

In conclusion Miller writes, “The data supports the conclusion that being a Unitarian Universalist is characterized by holding a constellation of values [that is distinct] from other kinds of religious communities and, at the same time, develops an internal sense of community and a homogenous community.  The UU set of values is marked by the uniquely high ranking of… : self-respect, wisdom, inner harmony, mature love, a world of beauty, and an exciting life.”

* * *

Unitarian Universalism is firmly rooted in the liberal religious tradition.  It is a tradition that is desperately needed in this day and age.  In today’s pluralistic world of competing cultures, we need a faith that thrives on the exchange of ideas, rather than the intellectual isolationism of religious orthodoxy.  We need a religion that understands both the challenge and the promise of pluralism.

In his book entitled Faith Without Certainty the UU theologian Paul Razor writes:

“Liberal [religion] is not for the faint of heart.  It points us in a general direction without telling us the specific destination.  It refuses to make our commitments for us but holds us accountable for the commitments we make.  The liberal religious tradition is an invitation, not a mandate.  It invites us to live with ambiguity without giving in to facile compromise; to engage in dialogue without trying to control the conversation; to be open to change without accepting change too casually…  Liberal religion… asks us to pay attention.  It is an eyes-wide-open faith, a faith without certainty.” (p. 185)

* * *

As Unitarian Universalist I believe, with Ralph Helverson, that deep within every person resides the religious impulse.

I agree with psychologist James Fowler, who says, human beings are creatures who cannot live without meaning.

Meaning is not given once and for all.  In the course of our lives meaning needs to be discovered and rediscovered again and again.  When in moments of crisis our sense of meaning is shattered by grief or fear, when we are shaken by new insights or new revelations, when we are moved by a rare stirring of the heart, by unimagined depths of love and joy – we need religion.  

We are religious creatures.  We need some hope beyond the present, some self-respect beyond our failures.  Our hearts yearn to leap up at beauty.  We long to entrust ourselves to the life that is larger than ourselves.

May this community of seekers be a place where we each can find our religion.

Amen.
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