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Give Us the Words: Language of Reverence
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February 6, 2011

©Rev. Sally B. White
Reading:

“I learned in my years at a church in a college town that people didn’t come to church to have an adjunct to the university.  They came to church to nourish their spiritual natures, to give voice to their hopes and their despair, to speak depth-to-depth with others, finding their natures beyond psychological language, and their purpose beyond political categories.  They came to find meaning, purpose, and understanding … through the naming of common yearnings and hopes as well as failures.” [Rev. Laurel Hallman, “Images for Our Lives” in A Language of Reverence, 2004. Meadville Lombard Press. p. 39.]
Sermon:

I was the only person in the building when the church phone rang that Saturday morning perhaps twenty years ago.  I was working in the church as an assistant administrator in the children’s Religious Education program, getting classrooms and supplies ready for Sunday morning.  When I answered the phone, it was the best kind of Saturday phone call: someone who had heard or read about the church and was interested in coming to a service.  “What time is the service,” he asked, and “Tell me how to get to the church.”  And then, a pause, and one more question: “Tell me, what do Unitarian Universalists believe?”

This time, it was I who paused.  

I had been a Unitarian Universalist since I was ten years old and my heart leapt up at the thought of someone new discovering this spiritual home, this community that nurtured and challenged me.  And – it’s always hard to know how to answer that question.  But there was nobody else in the building, so it was on me to answer.

And when the words came to me, when I heard them coming out of my mouth, they sounded right, felt right:  “We believe that each person has the right and the responsibility to discern for themselves what they believe – the answers to the great religious questions that have been asked and answered by all people, all cultures, all religions, through all of human history.”

What do Unitarian Universalists believe?  It’s always hard to know how to answer that question.  The Rev. Bill Sinkford, past president of the Unitarian Universalist Association of Congregations, has written: “I always encourage people to work on their ‘elevator speech.’  Imagine you’re on the sixth floor and you’re going to the lobby and somebody asks you, ‘What’s a Unitarian Universalist?’  What do you say?  You’ve got about forty-five seconds.” [Language of Reverence p. 4].
What came out of my mouth that day, in that Saturday telephone call, was my elevator speech.

The concept of an elevator speech is borrowed from the world of business and marketing and sales, and it’s not so common in the world of religion.  The concept of encouraging the people in the pews to work on their elevator speeches is perhaps unique to Unitarian Universalism – because most other religious institutions are identified and defined by their common set of beliefs, expressed in a common language and vocabulary, shaping a common culture, taught and transmitted from generation to generation.

The roots of our Unitarian Universalist departure from this paradigm of a shared religious perspective and language go back to the very earliest years of the Protestant reformation, when our spiritual ancestors began to challenge the authority of any church hierarchy to dictate to a congregation – and ultimately, to any person – how to understand and interpret and speak about the religious experience and our human response to it.  Instead, these radical reformers held that at the heart of religion is a direct relationship between an individual human being and the Infinite, and nothing is more holy or more true than each person’s direct religious experience.  Nothing is more holy and true for you than those experiences you revisited this morning.  I do not need to name them or describe them for you; they are yours, and you know them in the depths of your soul.

The down side of this entrepreneurial spirit in religion is that not only do we not have a common formulation of “what we believe,” but we also lack a common vocabulary to talk with one another and the world about our deepest religious truths.  And in the absence of language to express and explore what we have experienced, we cut ourselves off from the possibility of religious conversation that can deepen and broaden and amplify and distill our own experience, and temper it in the crucible of religious community.

Let me repeat that.  In the absence of language to express and explore what we have experienced, we cut ourselves off from the possibility of religious conversation that can deepen and broaden and amplify and distill our own experience, and temper it in the crucible of religious community.

This is the reason for the religious community.  This is the reason for a language – a vocabulary – for speaking of those experiences of ultimate meaning, ultimate value, deep and transformative power.  This is the reason for religious language, for a language of reverence.

A Unitarian Universalist conversation about a language of reverence was begun in 2003, introduced in a sermon by Bill Sinkford – he of the elevator speeches.  So our consideration of it today comes about eight years into the discussion.  Perhaps I was not ready to talk about it before this; perhaps you were not ready to hear it – precisely because we are so unused to engaging one another in the religious conversation, the deepening conversation.  The Rev. Sarah Lammert recalls discussing this challenge with some of her ministerial colleagues.  She writes, “It is easy to lose sight of the fact that we belong to something beyond ourselves.” I offered tentatively. “There is something larger than us (or something which both transcends and includes us), yet we find that this is difficult to express.”  “Yes,” agreed a colleague, “and sometimes it is something that congregations find difficult to hear.  The language that we use to express some of the experiences and concepts (and how we understand our own theology) can be frightening, trigger baggage, invoke reactivity in our congregations.  Unitarian Universalists love diversity,” he added, “it’s difference we don’t like.”  “We tend to have a spiritual don’t ask don’t tell policy.” added another colleague. [sermon: “Whose Are We.” Link at www.uuma.org]
But if we did ask, and we did tell, then what would we be talking about?  And what might be the words we would use?  And who would we be talking with?

First the “what.”  The Rev. David Bumbaugh is a Unitarian Universalist minister, educator, and Humanist.  He imagines that a language of reverence can be a living, growing vocabulary that would allow us “to speak with power about what is deepest and dearest, about what is the focus of our ultimate commitment, about what is the source of human good, about what is so precious to us that we cannot betray it without losing our own souls in the process.” [Language of Reverence. p. 21].
The Rev. Laurel Hallman, who wrote the words I used as the reading at the beginning of this sermon, hears religious language as language that takes us to the heights and depths of human experience; that evokes stories and images and layers of meaning; that allows us to make and to deepen associations between the stories and the images and our own lived experiences; that names and understands and interprets experience in a way that takes us beyond ourselves and even beyond the described experience itself; and that has the ability to teach and to transform the people who sit with it. [Language of Reverence. p. 31].

And the words?  The words that you spoke this morning in our “story” (give examples………).   Possibly, but not necessarily, traditional words, like “God” and “spirit” and “holy” and “good” and “evil” and “love.”  Probably, but not necessarily, words like “wholeness” and “compassion” and “together” and “hope” and “challenge.”  Your words.  Our words.  The words we need.

And who are these people with whom we might sit and learn and practice a language of reverence?   Who are the people who might be taught and transformed?

Bill Sinkford encourages us to work on our elevator speeches so that we can participate in the larger religious conversation – the one that might happen in an elevator, or in a Saturday morning phone call.  “We [Unitarian Universalists ]have Good News for a world that badly needs it,” he writes.  “But we may need to expand our vocabularies if we are to be able to develop our faith fully in our own lives, and if we are to share it with others.” [Language of Reverence. p. 6].  David Bumbaugh voices a similar thought: We must offer a powerful religious vision conveyed in a language of reverence appropriate to the faith it represents in the marketplace of ideas.” [Language of Reverence. p.22].  
I know about that Saturday morning phone conversation.  It may well be that that moment of uncertainty, the one that followed the question “What do Unitarian Universalists believe,” the one that was followed by a jolt of recognition that the words that had come out of my mouth were exactly true, exactly right for me – it may be that that conversation was in fact the thing that inspired me to go to seminary.  Suddenly I was hungry for more conversations like that, more questions that would challenge me to probe my own experience and my own truth deeply enough to find the words – the right words – to share it with another.  More vocabulary to express the subtle shades of meaning.  More engagement with what is deepest and dearest to me, with what is the focus of my ultimate commitment, with what is the source of human good, about what is ultimately precious to me.  More engagement with that something larger than me (or something which both transcends and includes me), and that is difficult to talk about.

We live in a world that is so filled with ideas, with words, with tasks, with possibilities, that it is difficult not to get caught up in running, jumping, switching from one to another and back again.  In such a world it takes effort and discipline to sit with any one thing.  It takes spiritual discipline to sit with the Infinite, with the still, small voice of the spirit, to be present for those moments of religious experience which, in truth, are much more common than we allow ourselves to know.  In such a world, it is rare for people to challenge themselves or each other to find the words for these experiences.  But without the words, we ourselves do not fully apprehend what it is that we know.

Our spiritual community – this Unitarian Coastal Fellowship and the larger Unitarian Universalist movement within which we walk – is one place where we can challenge and support one another to learn and practice and use and even to invent the words that evoke and describe our experiences of spiritual depth.  Our spiritual community is one place where we can hear and say and refine the words that allow us to speak out on matters of ultimate importance.  Our spiritual community can be a theological school, a laboratory where we can challenge each other, not in confrontation but rather in curiosity and in respect and in love, to the end that all of us grow in spiritual and religious depth and breadth.  Our spiritual community – this Unitarian Coastal Fellowship and the larger Unitarian Universalist movement within which we walk – can be, like the congregation Laurel Hallman described in this morning’s reading: a place for us to nourish our spiritual natures, to give voice to our hopes and our despair, to speak depth-to-depth with others, finding our natures beyond psychological language, and our purpose beyond political categories.  A place where we come to find meaning, purpose, and understanding … through the naming of common yearnings and hopes as well as failures.
Laurel Hallman will be the keynote speaker at our Eastern North Carolina cluster gathering in Wilmington on Saturday, March 19.  I hope that you will plan to hear her then.  In the meantime, let me leave you with these words of hers.

We need a language of reverence.  We need a language of forgiveness.  We need a language of reconciliation, a language of hope, a language that gives voice to despair.  That language had for many centuries, and in countless cultures, been metaphorical.  It has pointed beyond itself to something much deeper than it could name.  It is our turn to keep such a language alive, hold it to our hearts, and speak to the depths of those who so desperately need our good word.

Let there be among us a language of reverence.  Let us use it to call one another into speech, into depth, into life.

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

Bell

Silence

Music

May it be so.

