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FIRST READING
Everything Changes, by Peter Morales
President’s column
UU World, Spring 2011

The Unitarian Universalist Association turns 50 this year…While arbitrary, these major anniversaries give us an opportunity to honor those whose vision and labor created and sustained our religious movement.  Perhaps more important, this anniversary provides us with an opportunity to reflect on the next fifty years…
As I look back on our history and look ahead to our future, I see how our past can be either a springboard or a prison.  Our history can trap us or inspire us to set out in new directions…
	The Unitarianism of William Ellery Channing and the Universalism of Hosea Ballou are gone forever…Indeed, the Unitarianism and Universalism of 1961 are gone.  We live in a very different world.  The fastest growing religious group in America today is people who practice no religion.  The worship and the programs that worked fifty years ago will not work tomorrow…
This is what all of the great women and men we honor had in common: They were visionaries who had the courage to embrace new possibilities and to let go of what no longer served the human spirit.  They understood that everything changes, and they boldly created a new religion for their time.  We must do no less.


SECOND READING
From The Unfulfilled Dream
By Reverend David Bumbaugh
UU World, Spring 2011

From the beginning, Unitarians were reluctant to be defined or to define themselves theologically…As wide a range of beliefs as possible should be tolerated in order to move people gradually toward a greater truth…As recently as 1944, a committee chaired by A. Powell Davies had issued a statement of “Five Principles of Modern Unitarianism”:

Individual freedom of belief; 
Discipleship to advancing truth; 
Democratic process in human relations; 
Universal brotherhood, undivided by nation, race, or creed; [and] 
Allegiance to the cause of a United World Community.

…Universalists brought a quite different history to this seminal moment.  Universalists [unlike Unitarians] did not have roots in the religious establishment.  From the very beginning [and] for a variety of reasons, Universalists had found it necessary to define themselves with clarity.  In 1803 they adopted the Winchester Profession, a theological statement of who they were and what vision they served.  Over the years, they worked to restate their central theological identity in ways that addressed the changing context in which they found themselves…In 1935, the Universalist General Assembly, meeting in Washington, D.C., adopted, without dissent, a new statement of faith.  It read:

We avow our faith: In God as eternal and all-conquering love; In the spiritual leadership of Jesus; In the supreme worth of every human personality; In the authority of truth, known or to be known; And in the power of men of goodwill and sacrificial spirit to overcome all evil and progressively establish the Kingdom of God.

Unlike the later Unitarian Statement of Principles, this was a theological statement, and it rooted the call for social justice in a religious vision…
…The unfinished task Universalists brought to consolidation—the effort to restate the faith tradition in light of contemporary challenges—has been swept away by the fear—one that echoes throughout Unitarian history—that if we define ourselves too clearly, someone may be offended.
	…Universalism was centered on an abiding conviction that we are all children of the same great love, that we are all fated to a common destiny, that nothing any of us might do will serve to sever us from that great community, and, therefore, there can be no division of the human race into sheep and goats.
[Today,] what is so central to our identity that we must proclaim it, even at the risk of offending someone? …If we are to be the religious movement some of us dreamed fifty years ago, if we are to respond to the needs of the world from a liberal religious basis, it is critical that we be able to address and answer three central questions: What do we believe?  Whom do we serve?  To whom or what are we responsible?
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Two weeks ago, during the last week in June, I attended General Assembly, the annual denominational meeting of the Unitarian Universalist Association, in Charlotte, North Carolina.  Every year I find these annual conferences enjoyable and invigorating – but this year I felt something more, and additional energy.  Now, maybe in my increasing advancing age I am finding more comfort in the predictable regularity of these annual conferences.  But I like to think that since becoming a minister I have come to appreciate more the institutional quality of our religion.  In fact, each year as I attend General Assembly, I move through each individual experience with an eye toward writing this annual “State of the UUA” sermon for the Sunday after I return home.  I attempt to keep near to my awareness an overall vision of our entire Unitarian Universalist system, including where we’ve come from, where we are, and where it seems we are going.
Though it can be exhausting, I highly value attending this denominational event each June.  And though it is still a form of church work for me, it is also a rare enough experience that I find it nourishing and energizing.  I’ve heard it said that most – or at least, many – ministers are introverts.  As an extrovert, I can’t imagine how it would be possible to attend an event like General Assembly and gain anything from it after the first night!  I get fed by the energy and joy of the banner parade and opening worship – and ALL the worship services! – and by the structured business of our association directed by our amazingly capable and funny UUA moderator, Gini Courter, and by the social justice witness event we engage each year, and by the new and renewed friendships.
On the personal level, I reconnected with many friends and colleagues.  In seminary, we ministers go through a very intense four years with our colleagues.  We share with each other our idealistic ministerial aspirations, we study our history and theology together, we preach to each other in class, and we engage in late night discussions of theology.  We also walk with each other through some very painful experiences, like a failed internship, or not receiving professional approval from one of the required ministerial panels.  In addition, it has been said that over half the students who enter seminary as couples complete the four years separated or divorced.  Many times a partner doesn’t understand the demands of ministry, or the shared vision of the couple diverges.
All of these shared aspirations and experiences of professional and personal joy and pain makes for a very intense and intimate four years, forging close friendships in the process.  Then suddenly at the end of it, we disperse to the four winds to congregations across the country.  So for us ministers, General Assembly becomes a bit of a homecoming week.  For a few hours during a lunch or a dinner or late night drinks, we reconnect and catch up with old friends.
In addition to reconnecting with seminary colleagues, one of my most wonderful experiences this year was on the final night when I had the pleasure of reconnecting with Connie and Bob Goodbread.  They were the youth advisors at the Clearwater, Florida, UU church in the early 1980s when I was in high school in Gainesville, Florida.  Though I only saw them a few times each year at youth conferences, they saw something in me that made them take a deep interest in me.  They were a pair of those good-hearted people outside your family who you remember for your entire life because they enter your life just at the right time when you need the love and support – and they seem to see into your soul and fill a space no one else can fill.  We were in many leadership roles together, they supported me during the many years of my dad’s terminal illness, and they drove up three hours to attend my high school graduation.  Connie and Bob are the kind of people who you may not remember everything they did, but you will forever remember how they made you feel important, interesting, and loved.
On the professional and programming level, this year, more than most years, I found every workshop and lecture and worship service to be relevant, meaningful and inspiring.  And since I’ll be teaching that graduate level “film and theology” one-week intensive course at Meadville/Lombard Theological School next January, I was also able to meet more of the faculty and staff of the school and exchange ideas and excitement about the course.
The workshops I attended included ones on stewardship, multigenerational worship, on how to get a grant from the UU Funding Program, and one called “Reimagining Social Justice: Imagination as a Spiritual Practice.”  This last one was inspiring in that it was not about social justice work as usual, but how to imagine intimate creative initiatives and responses to traditional large-scale problems and corporations.
I also attended the Wednesday night opening service, the Service of the Living Tradition honoring the professional passages of ministers, and the installation service for the Reverend Meg Riley into the Church of the Larger Fellowship.  Because it is a virtual organization with a huge web and publication presence and is composed of all the people living in the remote areas of the United States and around the world, the CLF is our largest UU congregation.  I also attended the Sunday morning worship, titled “Living Outside the Box,” which I will talk about and expand on in more detail next Sunday.
On Friday afternoon I attended the Standing on the Side of Love act of social justice witness in the downtown Marshall Park, where easily over 1,000 people marched and gathered in support of immigration reform and justice for  people who are Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual and Transgender.  We heard short speeches from several local interfaith leaders, as well as the Reverend Peter Morales, president of the Unitarian Universalist Association, and the Reverend Mark Kiyimba, an Ugandan UU minister who is currently living in the United States in exile because of his efforts in Uganda to protect people who are lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender from state-sanctioned persecution and violence.
The lectures I attended included the Sophia Lyon Fahs lecture by Mark Hicks, a professor at Meadville/Lombard Theological School, who spoke on “Religious Education for People of Color.”  And the lecture, “Love Has no Borders: Border Realities and Immigration Today.”  And the always wonderful Ware Lecture on Saturday night, which this year was Karen Armstrong on the topic of “The Challenge of Compassion.”
There are always so many workshops and events and lectures to attend that it almost becomes painful to make a decision.  One of the worst things about General Assembly is that in order to attend just one workshop, you have to decide to not attend 17 other workshops that are held during that exact same time slot!
Our UU Association turned 50 this year, and there was a lot of celebration about that this year at GA.  But there is also a fair amount of sober reflection going on from many people throughout our denomination.  Part of this denomination introspection is fueled by our 50th anniversary this year, which causes us to look back and look forward.  And part of it is caused by research like the “Faith Formation 2020,” which is looking at religious trends and projecting them into the next 10 years, which, in part, indicates a loss of membership in churches of all denominations in the United States.  Indeed, though for a long time we Unitarian Universalists were increasing in number while other denominations were declining, we are now in the midst of our third consecutive year of losing members nationwide.  The Reverend Peter Morales, president of the Unitarian Universalist Association, addresses this in a recent column in our denominational magazine when he says that “the Unitarianism and Universalism of 1961 are gone.  We live in a very different world.  The fastest growing religious group in America today is people who practice no religion.  The worship and the programs that worked fifty years ago will not work tomorrow.”
For his part, my favorite professor in seminary, the Reverend David Bumbaugh, a mystic Humanist, addresses this by saying “If we are to be the religious movement some of us dreamed fifty years ago, if we are to respond to the needs of the world from a liberal religious basis, it is critical that we be able to address and answer three central questions: What do we believe?  Whom do we serve?  [And] To whom or what are we responsible?”
One person in our faith who is attempting to answer these questions, and more, is the Reverend Galen Guengerich, the minister of All Souls UU Church in Manhattan (where the Reverend Doctor Forrest Church was the minister before he died).  This year at General Assembly, Reverend Guengerich gave a two-part lecture on the future of Unitarian Universalism titled, “Church of the New Millennium.”  Of all the workshops and lectures I attended at GA this year, this was one of the most striking and memorable.  The title of the first part was “Formula for Failure” and the title for the second part was “Scenario for Success.”
While speaking on the “Formula for Failure,” Reverend Guengerich imaged that 100 years from now when his granddaughter writes a graduate paper on what caused the failure of Unitarian Universalism, he predicts she will write that our failure was the result of putting into practice the belief that we are “spiritual but not religious.”  Reverend Guengerich claims we Unitarian Universalists tend to have authority issues!  This means that as individuals and as a religion, we define ourselves as being on a “quest,” which is an individual pursuit, and not a “mission,” which is a description of institutional purpose and reason for existence.  He advocated that if we want to survive as a religion, then we will need to get serious about increasing the institutional qualities of our faith.  As an example, he described how two very conservative organizations, the Heritage Foundation and Focus on the Family, are both on missions, and both have been very successful.  By contrast, he asked, “what are Unitarian Universalists on?”
In the second part of his talk, called “Scenario for Success,” he talked about how when people visit a church, they want to be able to bring the totality of their entire selves into the experience, not just particular segments some church says is acceptable.  They want to bring their intellect and their emotion, their reason and their feeling, the physical and the spiritual.  And if they believe in God, they want to be able to bring that, too.  In a recent Pew survey, 94% of Americans said they believe in some sort of God, so Reverend Guengerich says if we Unitarian Universalists restrict ourselves to the other 6%, then we can say either that “our future is uncertain…or that we are doomed.”
Yet – just so the scientists, Humanists, and Atheists among us don’t get too alarmed! – Reverend Guengerich does not define God as a supernatural power.  He says the idea of God as a supernatural being, like the earth as the center of the universe, must be left behind.  The totality of the physical world is the “universe,” so the totality of the experiential world may be called, “God,” because God is not an independent agent, but only acts through our actions.
Finally, and here is where this talk lands, all of this theory, opinion and perspective come down to how we practice our faith in the world.  According to various studies, all the top performers – in order to be top performers, whether they are athletes, musicians, or chess players – must have practiced their craft or their sport or their instrument at least 10,000 hours by the time they were 20 years old.  Similarly, Reverend Guengerich says, like music or mindfulness, faith comes from practice.  Imagine if we engaged and practiced our faith 10,000 hours by the time we were 20 years old – or even by the time we were 50 years old!
Perhaps some of our internal theological bickering – most hyped of all the bickering between those who call themselves theists and those who call themselves humanists or atheists – was the result of our two parents: the Theistic Trinitarian Universalist Christians and the largely Humanist Unitarians.  And it seems that one common assessment now is that this internal bickering has been a turn-off for many without a connection to religion who walk through our doors. 
So one thing that excited me more than anything this year at General Assembly was the feeling that, as a denomination at 50 years old, we Unitarian Universalists are in the process of moving beyond our reactionary adolescence and into a process of maturing.  In workshop after workshop, in lecture after lecture, and in worship after worship, I heard repeated calls for finding those beliefs that hold us together and articulating a center to our faith, for greater awareness of ourselves as a corporate religious entity, and for acting on commonly held values on a large and unified scale so that we may actually be a force in the world.
Friends, in my 35 years of experience in this faith, I have never seen changes like I am seeing now.  These changes may feel unsettling for some, or even downright scary for those who came to Unitarian Universalism because they wanted to leave a paternalistic hierarchy from their previous religion behind.  But there is a difference between a paternalistic hierarchy and a maturing religion that understands that it can no longer define itself simply by what it is not, or what it is against.  It is too soon to tell whether this change will reverse the trend of our membership loss, but I see this religion maturing to the point where we understand that our members need to work together in order to be force of meaning, faith, and action.  This is what I experienced at General Assembly this year.  More than ever, attending GA this year made me feel proud and happy to be a part of the living and evolving Unitarian Universalist faith.  I feel part of a religion full of re-energized vision, power, and joy – and I will sincerely hope and pray and work for it to continue.
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