PAGE  
2

That Old Time Religion: Unitarian Universalist Pagans

Unitarian Coastal Fellowship

September 25, 2011

© Rev. Sally B. White

Reading:

This is the Bond of Union, or the church covenant, of the Unitarian Universalist church I grew up in: 

“We join hands in Unitarian Universalist fellowship, pledging ourselves to an individual religious freedom, which transcends all creeds, not to think alike, but to walk together.” [East Shore Unitarian Universalist Church, Kirtland, Ohio].

This is a line from this congregation’s Ceremony of Welcome for New Members:

“We make no creedal demand, believing that each person continually develops a personal theology.  You enrich our diversity, and we are glad to have you among us.”

Message:

I don’t suppose you could call it a nightmare.  It was more like a Unitarian Universalist’s bad dream –or, better yet, an “uh-oh moment.”  And like most “uh-oh” moments, it started innocently enough.

She had e-mailed several friends, asking if they had anything they might like to contribute to the church’s upcoming rummage sale.  She even offered to pick up their donations.  One friend wrote back, asking, “Tell me about your church and their beliefs.”

So she sent the friend some links: to the church’s website, to the website of the Unitarian Universalist Association, to Wikipedia on “Unitarian Universalism…

Next thing she knew, the friend was back, with a quote she had found on the UUA website: 

Covenant of Unitarian Universalist Pagans (CUUPS): gives Pagan-identified UUs the unique and delightful experience of being able to pursue their individual journeys of, to name just a sampling, Wicca, Shamanism, earth-centered spirituality, Witchcraft, Druidism, Asatru, Native American spirituality, Rasta, Stregheria, Toteg Tribe spirituality, and myriad other singular paths of Pagan belief and thought, without having to deny themselves the benefits and resources of church affiliation.

The quote was followed by one-word: “Seriously?????”  And five question marks.

Uh-oh.

She forwarded the e-mail to me, her minister, asking how she might respond briefly.  After taking time for my own “uh-oh” moment, I commented that it was interesting that, with all there was to read about Unitarian Universalism, the friend had pulled out that one paragraph.  Then I referred her to a newsletter column I had written, that started with the following paragraphs:

Unitarian Universalists gather in congregations not because we all believe alike – not theologically, not politically, not socially – but because in fellowship we offer one another mutual trust and support in traveling our unique and individual spiritual paths.  In words taken from the Purposes and Principles of the Unitarian Universalist Association, our congregations covenant together to affirm and promote “acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth in our congregations.”

We do not all believe the same things.  But spiritual growth is often stimulated in study, in conversation, in relationship.  And so within the larger Unitarian Universalist community there have grown up a number of groups that offer resources and fellowship for Unitarian Universalists with a particular affinity for a certain religious or spiritual tradition.  Perhaps you might like to find out more about the Unitarian Universalist Buddhist Fellowship, the UU Christian Fellowship, UUs for Jewish Awareness, the Covenant of UU Pagans, and UU Mystics in Community. [end of quote]

She passed my column along to her friend, but in the end, the two friends agreed to disagree.  In the final e-mail in the exchange, the friend wrote, 

It is good to know what you believe; the druid and witchcraft stuff is disturbing to me and there would be no way I could attend a church that condones it.  Your minister may not, and you may not, but it's there linked to the page you sent.  At any rate, I am a full fledged, Spirit fill[ed] Christian and believe in the saving grace of our Lord Jesus Christ.  It's not a religion I profess, but a relationship I cherish.  I appreciate the offer to attend your service, and I know that you are sincere, but I respectfully decline.

Perhaps it is not surprising.  The invitation to theological diversity was not, in fact, inviting to her friend – instead, it presented, for her, an insurmountable barrier to any interaction with Unitarian Universalism.  And it is precisely this invitation to diversity that sets Unitarian Universalists apart from most other Western religious communities.  In the church of my childhood we covenant “not to think alike, but to walk together.”  In this congregation we say “You enrich our diversity, and we are glad to have you among us.”  The living tradition we share draws from many sources, and we hold those sources not in a spirit of either/or, but rather in a spirit of both/and.  The list of sources that we draw from is in the front of both the gray and the teal hymnbooks.  It’s on the rainbow and the cream-colored bookmarks in the racks on the backs of the pews.  And among those many sources are “Spiritual teachings of Earth-centered traditions which celebrate the sacred circle of life and instruct us to live in harmony with the rhythms of nature.”

This earth-centered path may not be your path, or it may be one of several spiritual paths that call to you, and nurture your spirit.  But is an earth-centered path necessarily Pagan?  Here is some of what the Covenant of Unitarian Universalist Pagans (CUUPS, for short) has to say on their website.

One of the sources of Unitarian Universalism is “Spiritual teachings of Earth-centered traditions which celebrate the sacred circle of life and instruct us to live in harmony with the rhythms of nature.”  For some UUs this means a Pagan spirituality. For other UUs it means a Humanist, Native American, or other nature honoring spirituality.  [http://www.cuups.org/education/whatiscuups.pdf].

And what, exactly, is a Pagan spirituality?  Again, from the CUUPS website

The origin of the word pagan is from the Latin paganus, meaning a country dweller. … Pagan religions originated in a time when people lived close to the land.  Pagan theologies reflect an awareness of nature with its cycles of the seasons, as well as the cycles and seasons of the human life.  Such awareness is a common thread among Pagans today. … Some Pagans believe in the Goddesses and Gods of the old religions and others do not.  Many Pagans understand deity as immanent, in everything, and believe revelation is found in nature instead of written in scriptures.  Some believe in an afterlife and that their actions in this life will determine their place in the next.  Others believe only in this life and that their actions here are all that matters.  Still others believe in reincarnation.  Some Pagans believe in an active Spirit World while others do not.  Because Paganism is a non-creedal religion such divergent beliefs can exist together under one religious name – just like in Unitarian Universalism!  [http://www.cuups.org/education/whatispaganism.pdf]

If Pagan theology is infused with a reverence for the earth, for its seasons and cycles, for all of nature as a reflection of divinity, and for multiple ways of knowing and encountering God or The Holy, then Paganism is all around us.  On the cover of your Order of Service is a Celtic cross, an unmistakably Christian symbol.  Our opening reading this morning [“I am the soul of nature that gives life to the universe…”] comes from the practice of Wicca.  Our opening hymn [O Brother Sun] was adapted from the writings of Christian Saint Francis of Assisi.  Our story this morning [from The Sense of Wonder by Rachel Carson] was written by a scientist who is said to have had “little interest in orthodox religious doctrine.” [http://www.onlineethics.org/cms/9166.aspx ].  The writer and composer of our special music hymn [Bring Many Names] was ordained as a minister in the Congregational Church in England, and he invokes a deity that is male and female and young and old and never fully known.

“You enrich our diversity, and we are glad to have you among us.”

The question for Unitarian Universalists is not “Do you believe like me?” but rather “Will you walk with me?”

“We … pledge ourselves to an individual religious freedom, which transcends all creed, not to think alike, but to walk together.”

The quote that started this whole conversation, the one that names Wicca, Shamanism, earth-centered spirituality, Witchcraft, and Druidism among other Unitarian Universalist spiritual paths, comes from a section of the UUA website called “Nurturing your Spiritual Life: Your Spirituality in Community” [http://www.uua.org/care/3169.shtml].  And in that section of the website, Unitarian Universalist minister Scott Alexander writes, “In our faith every individual is expected, with the help of clergy and community, to nurture and tend the garden of his or her own religious life each and every day.”

Each of us travels our own religious and spiritual path.  I believe that individuality, that diversity, that curiosity is part of what it means to be human.  But we do not travel that path alone, for I believe that participation in community is another part of what it means to be human.  And so we travel in the company of clergy and community, not thinking alike but walking together.  Challenging and supporting one another, step by step, day by day, in relationships which we come to cherish no less than the spirit-filled Christian cherishes her relationship with Jesus.  Each relationship challenges us to learn, to grow, to grow into our best self.  Each relationship humbles us, chastens us, reminds us that we are finite, fallible, in need of others – and in turn, needed by others.

And for many modern Unitarian Universalists, the relationship with the Earth is the one that most deeply informs their spirituality.  We bring many names to this relationship.  We are nature-lovers who find our inspiration in woods and waters and a sense of wonder.  We are scientists who seek to understand the ecosystems around us, who pour our passion into combating climate change.  We are people of faith who covenant to promote and affirm the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part.  We seek, and we welcome, an old-time religion that harkens back and points forward to a life lived close to the earth, a life lived in reverence for the seasons and the cycles of spring and summer and fall and winter, of birth and growth and death, of giving and of receiving.  We share the vision of religion articulated by Unitarian Universalist minister and former UUA president William Schultz: “that religion is to be experienced, as opposed to being understood in terms of right and wrong beliefs; that the religious experience is personal and found in ordinary experience; that personal religious experience can be shared in community; that creation is a whole; that human beings are not rulers or even stewards of nature, but co-creators with all living things; and that from this kind of spirituality flows a commitment to peace and justice.” [Margot Adler. Drawing Down the Moon. p, 435].

Are Unitarian Universalists Pagans?  Some of us are.  Can Pagans be Unitarian Universalists?  Some of us can – if we embrace the inclusivity, the absence of dogma, the curiosity and the challenge, the sense of community that characterizes Unitarian Universalism.  If we are willing to nurture and tend the garden of our own religious life each and every day.  If we are interested not in thinking alike but in walking together.
In the end, perhaps it was not even a bad dream, but just an “uh-oh” moment that led, finally, to new understanding, new insight, and renewed commitment to an old-time religion for this new day.

Take time now, in silence, to listen to your spirit: what calls to it, and what fills it.

The bell will lead us into silence, and music will lead us out.

Bell

Silence

Music

Blessed be.

