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Reading:

In a dynamic religious community, we sort things out together as life colleagues, sharing insights and struggles, learning from each other in relationship.  This occurs in magnificently different ways in each Unitarian Universalist group, yet it always seems to be happening. [Jaco B. ten Hove, “The Choosers Are Chosen” in Articulating Your UU Faith, p. 42.]

Sermon:

Two weeks ago in my sermon, I told you a story about a telephone conversation I once had, in which someone asked me “What do Unitarian Universalists believe?”  On that long-ago morning, I found myself pausing for a minute before I answered, in part because the question – and the answer – were important to me, and one doesn’t speak lightly or easily about important things.  But the more immediate reason for the pause was that I found it hard to know what to say.  “It’s always hard to know how to answer that question,” I said to you two weeks ago.  And some of you nodded, as though maybe you found it hard, too.  And some of you looked as though you did not think this was a difficult conversation at all – or perhaps as though you relish the opportunity to engage in it.

My colleague, the Rev. Barbara Wells, has written about this kind of conversation in an essay she calls “What Do I Say After I Say, ‘I’m a Unitarian Universalist’?”

“All my life people have been asking me what it means to be a Unitarian Universalist.  Sometimes I have used others’ words to describe it, like the ones that came to me on an e-mail recently.  This list declared, among other things, that you may be a Unitarian Universalist if 


you think socks are too formal for a Summer service.


even your goldfish gets to vote on family TV viewing choices.


you find yourself lighting a chalice before brushing your teeth, etc.”

“Other times, she continues, “I have used songs or poems.  But most of the time I, like you, have had to struggle to come up with my own words to describe this faith I have spent a lifetime committed to – and I can assure you, it hasn’t always been easy.” [Barbara Wells, “What Do I Say After I Say, ‘I’m a Unitarian Universalist’?” in Articulating Your UU Faith, p. 23.]

These conversations about our faith are challenging because Unitarian Universalism is not predicated on a statement of common belief.  Unitarian Universalists gather in communities drawn together not by a common creed, but rather by a common approach to belief – a radical respect for the integrity of each person’s faith journey, an expectation that each person’s spiritual identity will evolve as their life unfolds.  This leaves us without the easy comfort of pre-packaged answers to the entirely natural questions that our neighbors and friends and relatives ask us about our church and about our beliefs.  It opens us to the challenge of formulating – articulating – for ourselves, what it means to us to be a Unitarian Universalist.  It demands of us a level of self-awareness, of self-examination, of intentionality about our faith that can, at times be daunting.

A recognition that these conversations about our Unitarian Universalist faith are challenging and important is, in my view, at the very heart of this faith of ours.  An assumption that these coversations get easier, more fun, deeper, and more rewarding with practice and encouragement is at the heart of a curriculum that Barbara Wells and Jaco ten Hove have written.

A group of ten gathered here at UCF last fall to work through that curriculum, and what I experienced during that five-week class was, in fact, the emergence among us of a dynamic religious community of just the type that Jaco ten Hove describes in the reading that introduced this sermon: a community where “we sort[ed] things out together as life colleagues, sharing insights and struggles, learning from each other in relationship.”  In openness and in respectful listening we built trust and found common ground.  In laughter and in moments of insight our hearts and our spirits opened up, and by the end of the class, there was a profound sense of depth and connection.  We raised thoughtful questions and heartfelt hopes and wishes and beliefs, and there were moments of truth and moments of poetry that sent shivers up my spine.  I will offer this class again in March and April – an evening session on Wednesday nights and a daytime session on Thursday mornings.  I hope you will sign up!  If you do, here’s a tase of what you will find…

We begin with an icebreaker – to get a sense of where we come from, how our experiences with religion have been similar or different – a sense of who we are who are gathered here.

· Who here was raised UU and where? [raise your hands – and tell us!]

· What other religious backgrounds are represented among us?

· Who here has religiously conservative relatives or good friends?  What affiliations?

· What’s your favorite religious aspect of this season?

Whatever your own situation, it is likely that you are not the only one.  Whatever your own situation, it is likely that no one else’s is exactly like yours.  Perhaps this paradox is the Unitarian Universalist experience in a nutshell.

Having “broken the ice,” we move on to looking inward, each one at our own beliefs.  Individually, with pencil and paper, we write down one-sentence statements that complete the phrase “I have always believed 

.  For some of our beliefs are long-standing, and have held steady through all the changes of our lives.  Stop a moment now, and think about what you might write to complete that sentence: “I have always believed 

.”  Write the prompt down, if you like, and keep it with you in your mind, for it is instructive to know what it is in ourselves that is unchanging, and steadfast.

But as we live, and change, and grow, some of our beliefs evolve.  And so, for each of us, there will be some things that we used to believe, but that we see differently now.  Before we learn about each other, we learn about ourselves as we fill in the blanks in a new sentence: “I used to believe 


, but now I believe 

.”  Stop a moment now, and think about what you might write to complete that sentence: “I used to believe 


, but now I believe 

.”  Write this prompt down, too, if you like, and keep it with you in your mind, for it is instructive to know what it is in ourselves that is unfolding, and expanding.

“Ours is not an easy faith, but it is a strong and healing faith.  We make no creedal demand, believing that each person continually develops a personal theology.” [from the UCF Ceremony of Welcome for New Members, this morning’s opening reading].
But looking inward at ourselves is only the first step.  We share with each other what we have written.  We comment when something we hear resonates with our own beliefs – and feel affirmed by a softly spoken “Yes.”  We are invited to examine the moments or the experiences that mark the turning points on our theological journeys – the times that challenged us and changed us from “used to believe” to “now believe.”  With new awareness we consider how we would respond to a comment many of us have heard: “As a Unitarian Universalist, with no dogma or creed, you can believe anything you want, right?”  And we are introduced to a slightly different perspective: “UUs are free to believe what we must.  We get our religious authority from our authenticity.” [both quotes from Articulating Your UU Faith, p. 4.]  We leave the first session with heads and hearts full and with a reflection to read for next time.  Barbara Wells’ “What Do I Say After I Say, ‘I’m a Unitarian Universalist’?” invites us to think about the difference between “faith” and “belief;” to consider religion as “that which binds us together” and explore what it is that binds Unitarian Universalists together; and to try on the identity of a “heretic” (the word means “one who chooses”) and see how it feels.

Now we begin to look at how we talk about our shared faith, and we begin to develop some tools to ground our speaking.  We look at the Principles and the Sources of this living tradition – the ones you see on these rainbow bookmarks, and on the first pages of your hymnals.  We list words and phrases we have heard others use to describe Unitarian Universalism; we comment on whether we hear those words and phrases s positive or negative or neutral, and we consider which words and phrases we like and would use and which we would not use, because when we are engaged in coversations that are challenging and important, language matters.

We revisit times when we felt clumsy or shallow or ineffective in talking with somebody about our religion, and times when such a conversation felt easy.  The sharing deepens the sense of community and the sense of self-confidence, and again we experience the truth of the paradox: Whatever your own situation, it is likely that you are not the only one.  Whatever your own situation, it is likely that no one else’s is exactly like yours.

We consider some “articulation angles” that might give us a place to begin talking.  [nine readers stand and each reads one articulation angle].

Our talking about Unitarian Universalism must be grounded in our history, and so we take home a brief summary called “The Choosers Are Chosen.”  Spanning nearly two thousand years from the early Christians to the universalist (with a small “u”) theology of Origen in the third century to a look ahead at what future generations may say about us, Jaco ten Hove writes, “Choice implies the freedom to choose, which right away differentiates us from many other religions. … Ours is actually a huge faith – a profound faith we have in each other and in our religious willingness to be on a path together without authoritarian theology.” [Articulating Your UU Faith, p. 37.]
And we return the next week to a “freeze tag” role play.  One of us (reluctantly, as it happened in our group) agrees to play the role of a Unitarian Universalist.  Another one of us (much more eagerly) agrees to play a “strong but reasonable questioner from another religion – or no religion.”  The two are seated facing each other in the center of our circle.  “So, you’re a Unitarian Universalist,” the questioner may begin.  “Tell me…”  With questions and answers a conversation begins; awkward at first, then picking up energy.  Suddenly someone in the circle is seized by an idea of what they would say in the situation.  “Freeze!” they say!  They step into the circle and take the place of one of the role-players, and the conversation picks up right where it left off – but perhaps it veers off in a new direction.  Until someone else says “Freeze!” and takes their turn.  There’s laughter, there’s eloquence, there’s excitement.  We’re all thinking fast, and some of us are making notes.  This is hard!  This is fun!  I wish I’d thought of that!  Can I use that line?

In the next class we will practice having “coffee hour convesations,” as though we were talking with visitors or newcomers to our church.  During the week we turn over and over in our own minds the approach we want to take, the language that matters to us, the emerging sense of what it is that I must believe, not because somebody tells me to but because this belief is integral to who I am.  When we gather again, when we share with each other what we have written, the conversation is somehow deeper and larger than just this group, just this room.  We ourselves are somehow deeper and larger than when the course began.  We begin to move from “coffee hour conversations” to theological conversations that embrace our past experiences with religion, with belief, with faith.  We begin to move from Unitarian Universalism in particular to religion in general – to all that we know and all that we wonder about the human impulse to connect with truth, with awe, with eternity, with divinity.  We begin to move from where we are now to what might be possible, for us, for humankind, for all creation.  Reluctantly we come to the end of our time together, and resolve to pick up the conversation next week.

Next week we begin again with ourselves, for that is always the touchstone.  “I find that I must believe…or, that I cannot not believe…” is the prompt for our writing and talking together in this last session.  What emerges is a “credo” a word that means “I believe…” or “I give my heart to…”  Perhaps our articulation is influenced bystatements in our reading, or by what we have heard from others.  Truly we have become “a dynamic religious community, [where] we sort things out together as life colleagues, sharing insights and struggles, learning from each other in relationship.”  Truly we feel the excitement of the give and take, the growing sureness in ourselves.  When we come to the end, we recognize that this class itself has been a spiritual journey in community, one that we are glad to have taken, together, one that is far from ended but that is, instead, ongoing.

Perhaps such a journey calls to you.  Perhaps you will join one of the groups that is forming for this spring.  Perhaps, in community, you, too, will learn that: whatever your own situation, it is likely that you are not the only one.  Whatever your own situation, it is likely that no one else’s is exactly like yours.  Perhaps this paradox is the Unitarian Universalist experience in a nutshell.

For now, let us take a moment of silence to hear the echoes of these words and the echoes of our own words, spoken and unspoken.  The bell will lead us into silence, and music will lead us out.

Bell

Silence

Music

May it be so.

