“Growing In Spirit ”
A sermon given on Association Sunday, 2008, by JRg\Atkinson

Reading before the sermon: The sources of ourraisgn, from the Bylaws of the
Unitarian Universalist Association:

The living tradition which we share draws from maoyrces:

- Direct experience of that transcending mystery aodder, affirmed in all
cultures, which moves us to a renewal of the saird an openness to the forces
which create and uphold life;

« Words and deeds of prophetic women and men whalkeolye us to confront
powers and structures of evil with justice, compagsand the transforming
power of love;

« Wisdom from the world's religions which inspiresrusur ethical and spiritual
life;

« Jewish and Christian teachings which call us tqesd to God's love by loving
our neighbors as ourselves;

« Humanist teachings which counsel us to heed theagee of reason and the
results of science, and warn us against idolataethe mind and spirit.

« Spiritual teachings of earth-centered traditionsiethcelebrate the sacred circle
of life and instruct us to live in harmony with tingythms of nature.

Grateful for the religious pluralism which enrichasd ennobles our faith, we are
inspired to deepen our understanding and expandv@imon. As free congregations we
enter into this covenant, promising to one anoth@r mutual trust and support.

Growing In Spirit

In a sermon | gave here a couple of weeks agopteguthe Rev, William Sloan Coffin,
the late Presbyterian minister and well-known pesatvist, who characterized us Unitarian
Universalists by saying that we are thick on etheesaspect of us he certainly admired, but
we’re a bit thin on theology.

It is true that in the larger world, we are known lheing committed social activists,
working in various visible ways for justice, peared equality. And we are sometimes also
known out there as those rationalistic folks wheehgiven up on religion or theological study
and reflection, but who just can’t seem to breakhhbit of going to church. As one old wag put
it: “Unitarian Universalism is a methadone progrimmpeople coming down off religion.”

Our radical freedom as a religious movement, ouk-kv®wn “creedlessness,” confuses
some people. You may have had this experience wiierg to explain our faith to someone
outside of it. People sometimes conclude that lsrawe have no creed that holds us together,
we believe in nothing, or that beliefs are just thatt important to us.

On the contrary, one could say that personal lseied so important to each of us that we
don’t want any organized religion or institutiondecide for us what is true—not even our own.



Among us, there is a great array of beliefs andtapl paths. Historically, our religious
forebears have been very thoughtful about theolbrgfact, the very words of our
denomination—Unitarian and Universalist—originaigferred to two specific and well-
considered theologicalositions;_Unitariameferring to those during the Protestant Reforomati
who rejected the traditional Christian doctrindla# trinity in favor of a unified concept of
God—God as one being without the three distinctspes” of father, son and holy spirit, and
Universalistbeing a word used to describe another so-callegiaes heresy—the perhaps even
more radical belief that all people, even the niegtiraved and immoral of sinners, will
ultimately be saved by a supremely loving God. eséarly Universalists would say of their
theology, they believed that even the last, warstes would be dragged, kicking and cursing,
into heaven.

As our two religious traditions continued to evqlseparately and together, they both
adopted a free and open approach—one that diceqatre subscription to argreed or belief—
not even the ones they began with. In th8 @ntury, a wave of secular humanism swept
through intellectual circles in America and deegifected Unitarianism and Universalism, and
for some in our fold this meant moving away froradlogical speculation, and rejecting notions
of God, spirit or soul, belief of an afterlife atite like. But we sometimes forget that even the
humanism that swept through Unitarian Universalisrine last century and is still held to by
many Unitarian Universalists—this humanisnaitheological stance, a belief system, often well
thought out by those who subscribe to this worlelai

Personally, | find the theological diversity amamgg—the fact that on Sunday mornings
our seats are filled with humanists, theists, Bbéhristians and Jews, those who practice Zen
Buddhism or a Hindu form of meditation, who celeébnaagan festivals or study the Tao Te
Ching —I find this diversity enriching and excitinghis is what the “sources” statement from
the Unitarian Universalist Association’s bylawsattiCatherine and | read earlier, is about. As
Unitarian Universalists we are each free to drasnumany and varied sources, both sacred and
secular, for our inspiration.

| would like to recount, briefly, the story of tlagloption of this sources statement, along
with the adoption of our Seven Principles. | remenibas if it were yesterday, although this
process began over 25 years ago. It began inthd % 0s, when a group of UU feminists
looked over the old principles statement, which wradted around 1961 during the merger of
the Universalist Church of America with the Ameridanitarian Association. These women
looking over the bylaws statement found that It stintained sexist language and what they felt
were sexist assumptions, even though there haddmee changes voted in by delegates at an
earlier General Assembly. The changes had updathdia language, such as changing words
like “mankind” to the more inclusive “humankind.h& women’s objections to some of the still-
intact language eventually led to a five—year pssdbat set about the task of completely
revising the statement.

There were many discussions about a new purposiegrantiples statement in
congregations, at district meetings, among mirngsé&d other religious leaders, and at General
Assemblies. A flurry of sermons issued forth andifion papers were passed around at
conferences. For a time, the discussions about s¥twatld or shouldn’t be included in such a
statement defining who we are became somewhatheadene of the UU Christians expressed
concern that if the bylaws contained no referenafé God of the Jewish and Christian



traditions, they would not feel themselves to b#uded. Some of them even hinted that the
Christian wing of our movement night be betterleéiving the UUA to form its own
denomination. Some with a Jewish background haelctdxl to the original wording, which
referred to the “Judeo-Christian” God, saying that traditional Jewish God is not the same as
the Christians’ conception, and therefore it misegpnts Judaism and shouldn’t be in the new
statement. Some humanists were concerned thatrkpapeference to God in the statement
excluded their perspective, some feminists wortied reference to a traditional God was too
patriarchal, and so on. Finally, after hearing fremmmany points of view, a committee crafted
the present wording of the “sources” section, alatf the present wording of the “principles”
section. The genius of this wording about the sesiaf our inspiration, as | see it, is that it came
out as a descriptive, not a prescriptive, stateroktite many sources that inspire us, and it was
very inclusive, although later another source wited: the sixth one, concerning earth-based
traditions.

The upshot of all the years of give and take ahthalrevisions was that at the General
Assembly in 1984, the statement was passed asnpedsand then in 1985, it was officially
adopted by the General Assembly delegates. | rermethat General Assembly in 1985, when
the time for the final vote on the current statentame. After so much debate and concern
about who would be left in or out, the vote of theusands of Unitarian Universalists present
was unanimous! Many of us present leapt to ourdadtparticipated in a long, standing ovation.
We were relieved. A process that could have leal$ohism among us turned into one that in the
end united us in our diverse theologies! But wetalan Universalists are a restless lot after all.
As mandated in our bylaws, we are now looking agaitme section of the bylaws containing our
principles and sources. The UUA’'s Commission of vggal has a proposed revised statement
that is available online. Feedback is due to the@ssion by October 5—this Thursday, in
case you would like to add your opinion to this mewision.

What our current sources statement says—and | paigdope that whatever new
statement we come up with preserves the expanssarighe existing one—is that we Unitarian
Universalists clearly do ndielieve in nothing. On the contrary, we believeaisense, in
everything—that is, all sources of wisdom from many cultuaes times, have something to
teach us.

So we _don’tbelieve in nothing. But | would say that thersanething to the milder
charge that collectively, we Unitarian Universaibfive been, as the Rev. William Sloan Coffin
said, a bit thin on theology. Many of us have beepyou might say, “spiritually lazy,”
unreflective about our theology. We may take fanged our religious eclecticism, without
really going deeply into any of the traditions ousces we say we derive inspiration from. And
we especially neglect to take the time to plumbdépeths of our own personal religious lives, or
to pursue a religious or spiritual discipline. We,aall of us, ministers and laity alike, very busy
conducting our lives, working in the world on issu social justice, and keeping our UU
institutions alive and thriving. But because wergpeelatively little time on our theologies, we
are subject to the charge of sometimes being “a mifle and an inch deep.”

Many people, including us sometimes, carry arotnedaissumption that basically all
religions at their core are saying the same thafthpough with different cultural clothing placed
upon these supposed universal truths (the “marhsgatone mountaintop” idea). There
certainly are some important points of resonanceranthe major religious traditions, such as



the Golden Rule that we heard in story and songytoBut it is too facile, too simplistic and
reductionistic to say that all religions are, attbm, one. They are not—not when you look more
closely. And the differences can be as interesaing, as important, as the similarities.

Years ago, UU minister the Rev. Christopher Rddnepooned our tendency to
make this easy, unreflective assumption, in a@ir@ct hymn to the tune of okorward
Through the Ageshe words of which are in turn set to the tunéhefold traditional
hymn,Onward Christian Soldierd simply can’t resist singing you one verse ama t
chorus of this fractured hymn:

Forward through the pages, never read a line;
Honor all the scriptures, think them all just fine.
Books of differing sizes, spread across our shelves
We will never study them, we think for ourselves.
Chorus:

Forward through the pages,

Never read a line;

Honor all the scriptures,

Think them all just fine.

The comparative religious scholar Wilfred Cantwiihith says that we live in a
world of cultural and religious pluralism, and whet need to do is to accept the
diversity and live in creative tension with it, taang and growing as our understanding
of other faiths deepens, sharpening and refinimgoaun ideas by bringing them into
dialogue with different ideas and beliefs. The \danf religions is more like a rich, spicy
stew than a mushy melting pot, so that when peoipifferent viewpoints reach out
across those differences, their dialogues witharaher can be all the more meaningful
because they are conducted in the context of reaigity. That is the hope of a
religiously pluralistic world, and it requires df af us that we understand, more than
superficially, what other religious perspectives about, as well as what we personally
believe and how it both resonates with, and divefgan, those of other beliefs. We
especially, we Unitarian Universalists who claimattive are inspired by and draw from
the great wealth of the world’s religious, philobagal and cultural traditions, we are in a
unique position to affirm human unity beneath tbhdul and rich religious diversity of
humankind. This is what we, at our best, have lokamg, at least among ourselves, for
centuries. But truly understanding other tradititadses effort, openness, and a willing to
learn, and to deepen both our theological knowledgkour religious self-understanding.

This year’s appeal for funds on this Associationdy is one effort to help us “thicken
up” our theology, deepen our thoughts and undedstgrabout things of the spirit. Last year’s
appeal, on the first Association Sunday, was aitaegely at outreach—Ietting people know
who we are. This year’s is for theological eduaatidor our seminary students, for our lay
members, and for the continuing education of ounisters. | believe that this effort to deepen
our theology will greatly enrich our free faith.e@ke be as generous as you can. There is an
insert and envelope for you to use to make youtriartion today.



As for our legendary eclecticism, | for one am aapologetic eclectic myself. | do have
a particular theological stance and worldview, asall do, but | find much resonance for my
personal theology within many other traditionshad tvorld, and | derive much that nurtures my
mind, spirit and psyche when | study and learn nad»@ut other traditions—their resonating
similarities AND their fascinating differences.

When | was the minister in n San Mateo, | propassedrmon series, and called it “The
You in UU.” In this series, | asked people to vdker to share the pulpit with me, to speak from
their individual faith perspectives, while | supgalithe context—how these traditions fit
historically into Unitarian Universalism. | had seal takers for that series, who spoke from
various points of view—liberal Christian, Jewislagan, existentialist, agnostic. When it came
around to offering my own perspective, | titled sgrmon “Reflections of a Mystical,
Humanistically Inclined Agnostic Theist with Pagbendencies and a Love for Jesus.”

What about you? What would you title a talk abomtiryown beliefs or spirituality? What
is the_youin your UU? Where do you find yourself on the theologgaéctrum? If you would
like a chance to share the pulpit with me some 8ymal speak about your own beliefs, let me
know.

| close my remarks this morning with anotherdittU joke: A Unitarian Universalist
died, and to his surprise discovered that thereimgeed an afterlife. The angel in charge of
these things told him, "Because you were an unbaliand a doubter and a skeptic, you will be
sent to Hell for all eternity—which, in your casensists of a place where no one will disagree
with you ever again!”

Benediction:

Hell would be a small universe that we could explitroroughly and fully comprehend.
—Timothy Ferris, Astronomer



