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...UU's search for the truth, and live by what we find as well as we are able. We trust our God in whatever form or no-form we find that deity. It is a risk, but what on this fragile planet is not?

…Indeed, one of the most popular UU texts is Forest Church's and John Buehren's OUR CHOSEN FAITH. We are a people who embrace freedom.  Freedom means that we get to choose: to believe in God or not, to read the Bible or not, to pray or not, to come to Sunday services or not, and many, many other choices.

The truth is that we are not really very odd, just different, or is my UUism  showing when I say that? Some of us have some exotic beliefs and practices, but most of us are pretty ordinary, different but ordinary. What we lack at the moment is a major voice speaking the truth of our faith to the world, speaking in such a way that it would be clear that we are very much part of  the usual ways of religious human beings.

Once upon a time, we had brilliant and widely respected scholars like Henry Nelson Wieman and James Luther Adams and George Huntston Williams writing and teaching and engaging in the theological discussions of the day.  We lack such voices in the 21st century, and part of the price of that is not to be taken seriously.

The work of our past UU president, Bill Sinkford, has been excellent in identifying our values and our practices. Many ministers have been trained in how to raise public awareness of our faith. To be taken seriously, we must engage with society, with other religions, and with the spiritual issues that burden people in our times.

The opportunity it affords us of showing that what seems weird and strange and even a little frightening is really quite ordinary, humanity in a different dress, a different posture, a different language, but still humanity. Maybe some of our ways might even be better than the more common ways, like the avoidance of dogma, the practice of tolerance, the use of reason., the commitment to social justice.  If the whole world could learn that different is not necessarily threatening, that it can even be instructive, it would be a safer, happier, far more interesting world in which to live.

There are also some rewards [to being a UU]. Let me briefly mention a few, briefly because in all of my sermons I am speaking of the rewards of our faith. The first reward is honesty.  

As someone who was raised in a religious environment where faith always trumped reason, where doubt was to be hidden, where creeds however unclear or just plain wrong were to be believed anyway, where variation  from accepted doctrine was considered heretical, spending time in a UU  congregation was and still is for me incredibly refreshing.

I can still recall with some degree of astonishment that my views on the Bible-that it is a book written by human beings, that it is not a book by God but a book about how people have experienced what they think is God,  that some parts of the Bible are so cruel and misguided as to be worthy of  excision and others-these views were not scorned by my first UU friends  nor any I have made since then.

Neither was it the case that every one of the members of that first congregation or subsequent ones shared my perspective on the Bible. The first UU I met when I went to a book sale at Third Unitarian Church in  Chicago believed in Jesus Christ as her lord and saviour and thought the  Bible was very much Divine Writ. Some members of each of my congregations have believed or do now believe something similar. There are also people who think the Bible should be destroyed because it is mean spirited, oppressive, and stupid.

Honesty about our convictions does not deprive us of membership in a UU congregation. Honesty enables each of us to speak the truth of our lives, beliefs and doubts, confusions and certainties, and still belong to a religious community that honors the sacred and inherent worth of every individual.  We cannot learn and grow if we are not honest. I was honest before I became a UU at the age of 33, but I paid a price in social ostracism as a person who did not hold to the right beliefs. I paid a price in being constantly evangelized to take Jesus into my heart. I paid a price in being frequently urged to pray fervently by letting go of my concerns and letting God take over.

To get back into the good graces of those churches I would have had to be dishonest, choke off my questing spirit, my restless heart, my curious mind.  I have never been asked directly or by implication to do that as a UU.  Being a UU means exploring diverse paths of understanding, "living," as Rainer Maria Rilke once put it, "in the questions," being able to change and grow. It is harder to do these things if our honesty is scorned or suppressed.  One of the rewards of being a UU is being able to be honest, to think our thoughts, to feel our feelings, to live fully our experiences. and to be  respected for that honesty.  I love being a UU!

A second reward is laughter. UU's seem to understand that life really is funny, funny strange, funny peculiar, funny ha-ha. Life deserves a big laugh.  

The Buddhists tell a story about a god who must have had some UU blood.  He once walked down the road in a hat that was blue on one side and red on the other. People in the fields to the left saw the god in a blue hat, and people in the fields to his right saw a red hat. Each then proclaimed and built a whole religious doctrine on go appearing in a blue or a red hat. So disputatious did they become with one another that they began to build walls to shut out the others and to hurl stones across the way.

The god reappeared but from the opposite direction so that each of the two groups changed their minds and apologized to the other for mistaking the color of the god's hat. They grew so fierce in their apologies that they almost came to blows.

Then the god appeared again, but this time he stopped and slowly turned all the way round so that the people could see how foolish they had been.  Everyone began to laugh.  It is a Buddhist story but the spirit is very much UU. The spirit is that of realizing that most things-like the color of a god's hat, or whether God is  One or Three or 30 million, or what direction you face when you pray, or  hosts of other things that have agitated the human race to the point of  oppression and hatred and war-most things really do not matter as much as  we think they do. Isn't it funny that we think they do?


