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First Reading

Seven Reasons Not To Be a Unitarian Universalist

Rev. Scott Alexander

Surely you didn't really come to church this morning expecting me (of all people) to give you 7 reasons WHY NOT to make your spiritual home here.  I believe deeply in our religion, I grew up in this faith, built my entire career here, and look to this faith to guide my life, shape my character, humanize my relationships, and give my life its direction, meaning and purpose. 


The truth is I really can't come up with even one reason why you should not make this faith YOUR faith.  But I thought that it might be a provocative exercise to take a look at what our movement does stand for by giving you 7 reasons why some people might not feel spiritually comfortable here. 

First, you should not be a Unitarian Universalist if you have an essentially negative and pessimistic view of persons and their potential for dignity, decency and worth.

Secondly, you should not be a Unitarian Universalist if you think the injustices and indignities of our society and world are either intractable...or someone else's responsibility.

Thirdly, you should not be a Unitarian Universalist if you imagine yourself capable of having a full and satisfying religious life all by yourself (in some sort of splendid spiritual isolation).

Fourth, don't be a Unitarian Universalist if you want someone (from some dogmatic, hierarchical place) to lay out a complete, cut-and-dried, true for all times and ages faith system that requires you to blindly follow and obey.

Fifth, don't be a Unitarian Universalist if you find democracy and the democratic process to be a tedious and frustrating waste of time.

Sixth, don't be a Unitarian Universalist if you're one of those Americans who feels that we can (as a people and a nation) live responsibly and successfully upon this planet by isolating ourselves from the problems and pains of the rest of the world's people.


Seventh, and lastly, don't be a Unitarian Universalist if you think humanity can basically continue to live (sanely and successfully) on this fragile planet of ours, selfishly disregarding the tender balance and very real resource limits of mother earth.

Second Reading

#594 in the “Singing the Living Tradition” hymnal, and read responsively
SERMON

The Seven Principles: Precepts or Platitudes?

© The Reverend Steven Protzman
There were a group of Unitarian Universalists who were having a disagreement about theology. Imagine that!  They decided to go find God to see if God could settle their dispute. Of course, there was a line waiting to see God, so the UUs had to wait for their turn. The first two people in line were a Protestant and a Catholic from Northern Ireland, and they asked, “God, will we ever have peace between the Protestants and the Catholics in Northern Ireland?” And God said, “Yes, but not in your lifetime.” The second two people were a Muslim and a Jew from the Middle East, and they asked, “Will there ever be peace between the Muslims and the Jews in the Middle East?” And God replied, “Yes, but not in your lifetime.” Finally the group of Unitarian Universalists came before God and asked, “God, Ground of Being, Goddess, Mystery beyond our understanding, Spirit of Life, Holy One, will there ever be a time when we can get all Unitarian Universalists to agree on theology?” And God replied, “Yes, but not in my lifetime.”
 
There is both genius and challenge in Unitarian Universalism.  The genius is that at least in theory there is room for everyone at our spiritual table.  Atheists sit beside theists; humanists next to pagans; Buddhists alongside Christians.  Side by side, in a covenantal relationship of mutual encouragement and accountability, each of us is invited to engage in a free and responsible search for truth and meaning, as affirmed in our fourth principle. 
The challenge comes when we try to figure out if we have a shared set of beliefs.  Garrison Keillor’s jokes about us aside and ignoring those who describe Unitarians (they usually leave off the Universalist portion of our 10 syllable name) as those nice but chronically overeducated people who can believe anything they want to or who believe everything and nothing, it is sometimes difficult to sum up Unitarian Universalism in a few sentences.  There isn't a single story about what UUs know as holy and this faith has no dogma or creed.  To join our ranks does not require you to subscribe to a statement of beliefs or to recite a pledge of allegiance to an all powerful deity who controls human destiny.
Paul Carnes observed that the irony of being UU is that we seem to have a fear of creeds that is irrational to the point of being dogmatic.
  The romantic in me likes to say that we reject creeds and faith statements as the final authority on matters religious because we know that the Mystery is beyond human understanding.  To attempt to codify a set of ideas about that which we hold to be of ultimate importance would limit its power and its potential.  The curmudgeon in me thinks that UUs like theological wiggle room to the extent that when it comes to our spiritual lives, it’s much harder to hit a moving target.
It certainly makes me wonder what you or I would say when asked what we believe if our movement found itself in an evangelical frenzy and felt compelled to go door to door to share the good news of our faith.  If we didn't stand there and just smile and say nothing since we can't speak for all UUs, I suspect the seven principles would probably be one of the most common answers.  Or maybe not.
Although the Principles are a commonly accepted statement about Unitarian Universalism, we’re not required to follow them.  To be forced to subscribe to them would violate the individual freedom of belief our Unitarian and Universalist ancestors fought fiercely to protect.  Congregations who join the Association are asked to subscribe to the principles and to support the Association but at the same time the by-laws state that a congregation may not use any statement of purpose, covenant or bond of union as a creedal test.  And thanks to the Universalist theology of a loving God who welcomes everyone into heaven as well as our humanist tradition which rejects any ideas of a supernatural being interfering with human destiny or a continuation of our consciousness after death, we don’t have the threat of hell hanging over our heads if we seriously screw up.  No wonder the principles have been called the “Seven Suggestions.”
Even so, many congregations elevate them to an almost creedal status, reciting them each Sunday or including them in the order of service.  The principles are part of our governance system, countless sermons and a number of books have been written about them, they continue to inspire heated debates and discussions, and there is even the Rainbow Path, a colorful version of the principles to teach in religious education.  They are as much a part of our tradition as fair trade coffee and lively debates about theology.

When our two predecessor denominations, the Universalist Church of America and the American Unitarian Association joined forces in 1961, part of the process of consolidation was to create a statement that would express what this new Association stood for, what UUs believe, and what message we have to offer the world.  This desire was nothing new to Unitarians or Universalists nor is the frustration that comes with trying to capture the essence of our faith in a brief statement.
As David Bumbaugh writes:
There seems to be a hunger among us to find a quick and easy way to formulate the essential elements of our gospel, a confessional statement, if you will, which will capture the central truth of our tradition. This is an old hunger which has gnawed at us periodically throughout our history. And yet, throughout that same history, every effort to define the core of our faith in terms of a confessional statement has failed to generate the unity, the coherence, the sense of clarity we seek. Whether we are talking about William Channing Gannett’s “Things Commonly Believed Among Us,” or the theological work of Thomas B.Thayer or Orello Cone in the 19th century, or the work of Henry Nelson Wieman and James Luther Adams in the 20th, or even our currently hallowed, sanctified Seven Principles, every effort to provide a confessional answer to the question of what is at the core of our faith, only generates greater division, conflict and dissension in our ranks.

Out of the desire in 1961 to craft a statement that captures the core of this faith came six principles as part of the by-laws of the UUA.  The by-laws also now include a provision for reviewing the principles every 15 years, both to prevent the danger of what has been termed creeping creedalism as well as to respond to an understanding that revelation is not sealed, that Truth continues to be revealed as we live in the questions rather than rest in the answers.
Major changes to the principles came in the early 1980s as feminism found its voice in the UUA.  Women took the lead in pushing to revise the principles to make them more inclusive, arguing that the use of “mankind” doesn’t recognize women as human beings, and the revision process was completed in 1985.  It was during those revisions that the principles grew from six to seven and five sources of wisdom were added to preserve the religious heritage of both the Unitarians and the Universalists and to acknowledge the diverse theologies that inform our religious pluralism.  The sixth source, recognizing earth centered traditions as a source of spiritual wisdom, was added in 1995.  In 2009 at GA major revisions to the principles in accordance with the by laws were proposed and failed, although the process opened a lively discussion about rules regarding amendments and how our Association makes decisions.  
Like everything else in our diverse Association, the principles are controversial.  While many applaud them as a coherent and inclusive statement of beliefs commonly held by UUs, others criticize the principles as another failed attempt to capture the central truth of our tradition, describing them as nothing more than a vague, generalized ethical to do list.
Davidson Lohr wrote that,

As the Unitarians and the Universalists consolidated, neither group had any common set of religious beliefs beyond a general lack of interest in things supernatural. There was no ontology, no distinctive understanding of the human condition, its problems, or the solution; in a phrase, there was no religious ‘salvation story.’  This process of seeking to create something akin to a religious narrative for the new Association produced the ‘seven principles’ – known in some circles as the Seven Banalities or the Seven Dwarfs.”

Gene Pickett, former president of the UUA, said about the principles: “Our purposes and principles describe a process for approaching religious depth but testify to no intimate acquaintance with the depths themselves.”  In other words, the principles are not a religious narrative.  Nor are they a source of hope as we face life’s losses, challenges and suffering.  As Bill Sinkford asks in his own rather apt assessment:  “Would you want to hear the seven principles read to you on your deathbed?”
Meg Barnhouse on the other hand thinks the principles are very demanding.  She writes:
I hear people complain that our Seven Principles are either too much like a creed or so general as to be meaningless.  My experience of the Principles is that they are deeply demanding. The first one asks me to affirm and promote the inherent worth and dignity of every person, which means that I can no longer subscribe to the cheerful Calvinist doctrine of the total depravity of human nature. It sounds grim, but really, if you are in fact starting with a totally depraved nature, the opportunities for self-congratulation abound: “Hey, I didn’t knock over a 7-Eleven this afternoon, even though money’s pretty tight. I’m doing well!  Now I have to struggle with the worth and dignity of people who do unspeakably awful things, whereas the doctrine of total depravity made that one a no-brainer.  Justice, equity, and compassion in human relationships is a sobering ideal. I don’t know about you, but I have sat in meetings about right relations and seen people get testy with one another. Some of the nastiest behavior I’ve seen was long ago at a community workshop for peace activists.  I’m supposed to value the democratic process, hearing the voice of everyone equally, allowing everyone to have a say.  Peace and compassion?  Freedom as well?  Affirming the worth of every person all the time, not only with my words and my behavior but in my heart?  The UU Principles are demanding enough to make me whine.

UU minister Lex Crane writes that,

it's worth pointing out that the principles embrace the entire range of human experience: the individual person, relations between societies in a world community of nations, and relations of both within the interdependent web of all existence. The lifelong search for truth and meaning lies at the midpoint of the seven principles, between the individual person and interdependence, suggesting that the search is a central value in our lives and that it must take place in the tension between our affirmation of the worth of the individual person and our recognition of the high importance of the interdependent web of which each of us is a part.

So are the seven principles precepts worthy of the struggle it takes to live them out in the world?  Or are they trite, lovely but irrelevant platitudes that sound nice but have no meaning in our spiritual lives?  As with most of Unitarian Universalism, the answer depends on whom you ask and in the spirit of religious freedom, it’s up to each of us to decide what we think about the principles.   But to leave this exploration of the principles with a “you figure it out for yourself and whatever you come up with is wonderful” answer is a theological cop out and misses what I think is the real point of the principles.
I have had another life outside the ministry.  I have worked for the last five years for a pipe organ builder in Chicago as their designer.  I put a lot of time and thought into my work and sometimes I get too attached to the drawings I create for building the organs.  I make regular trips to the factory to see how a project is coming along and I have to confess that at times I get mad when people don’t build things the way I’ve drawn them.  Never mind that the design of the instrument evolves during its construction and the process often reveals better ways to put things together than I originally designed.  When my design ego takes over and I feel angry about changes, I have to stop and remind myself that the drawings are not the organ.  They are only a means to create the greater reality of a living, breathing musical instrument.
In the same way, the seven principles are not our faith as UUs nor are they an object of our ultimate concern or a manifestation of the Holy.  They are not an end in themselves.  The principles, like any other path that promotes and guides spiritual growth, point towards a greater reality and are a means of response-ability.  

As human beings, within us is the religious impulse, the capacity to experience something greater than ourselves in the world and to respond in humility and wonder and gratitude to the mystery that is beyond our understanding.
Once again the genius of Unitarian Universalism is the recognition that although each of us experiences the Holy in unique ways and that individual encounters with the sacred offer the most authentic understanding of the transcending mystery, you and I are bound together by our shared capacity to experience this mystery and the desire to interpret our experiences in a way that helps us to find meaning and hope as life unfolds.
The challenge of Unitarian Universalism is to find that common ground of our experience on which we can build a community of faith and love to respond to the religious impulse.  I believe the principles provide that common ground and are truly precepts, a map to show us how to respond to our encounters with the Holy and a means to measure spiritual progress.  I also believe they are an inclusive expression of our longing to be who we are meant to be, our fullest human selves, people whom William Murry, a religious humanist, describe as “living meaningful lives of love and caring, gratitude and generosity, fairness and equity, joy and hope, and a profound respect for others, people who know themselves as part of a larger sacred whole and are deeply committed to both the human and the natural worlds.”

The principles invite us to focus on this life, rather than worry about what may or may not happen after death, and to offer our hearts, our minds, our energy and our hands to re-creating the world as we would have it be.  A world in which war, genocide and racism have given way to the celebration of diversity.  A world where creation is not plundered and destroyed by greed but respected, nurtured towards wholeness and used wisely in the knowledge that everything is part of the interconnected web of all of existence.  A world in which people are free to be their fullest, most authentic selves and can live free from fear and oppression, and share in the abundance of the earth.  

United by our shared hopes and values, enriched by our theological diversity, and guided by our Principles, may we join our hearts and hands together to build a world in which all people may dwell together in peace and justice.
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