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“Risking Religious Conversation”

Have you ever needed to dial information to getghone number for the
Unitarian Universalist Association downtown on Bea&treet? And if so, have you had
the operator ask you to repeat the name a coupimes$? [act out a little bit] It can be a
little frustrating but also a humbling reminderjo$t how small a denomination we really
are — just nearly 1050 congregations nationaltj@tiast count, most of them about the
size of our congregation here in Quincy, with jogtely over 150,000 adult members
worldwide. We are hardly the denomination of thegar-church, though the UUA did try
to plant one in Texas recently, but without too msaccess so far.

Some of us are quite comfortable remaining a sdelbmination and feel that
we can retain and promote a message of integrighrmore successfully as a small but
focused denomination. We argue that our limitegetand resources need to be devoted
to securing and developing what we already haveeasetl. Others of us are not too sure
that this is in fact a healthy and viable positide argue instead that we best promote
and live out our message by growing in encountén ame another and with people who
are significantly different from ourselves. Whek@you think you might fall in this
debate?

Our current UUA president, Bill Sinkford, has coitted the denomination to
growth during his presidency. In 2003, the New @egation Task Force offered a
vision of creating 50 new large churches of 150800 members each over a five year
period. Can you just begin to imagine a UU congtieg of 3000 members? Well, this
has not exactly been a fulfilled vision, and maayigh ministers complain that such a
vision diverts attention from developing and sustag existing churches. However,
perhaps we are throwing the baby out with the batter. Perhaps both growth and
sustenance are important elements in a UU vision.

We are nothing if not a denomination of grandonsi — the former president of
our denomination, John Buehrens, during his eiglat-yenure, put us on the path of
becoming an anti-racist, anti-oppression, multimat denomination. And while we have
done and continue to do a lot of educational worthese areas, we have only to look
around our own congregation today to see how fahawe yet to come in this vision,
too.

Having a vision is very important — a vision caspire us and lure us in a new
direction and onto a different path. But it iscaleery important to know and to
understand and to appreciate each step alongdthig@vard the vision. There are
pragmatics to climbing a mountain after all. Owoesinot start out on the path without
one’s backpack of supplies — definitely water, foadirst aid kit, perhaps a walking
stick, and, most importantly, a map. If we wanathieve a vision of either
denominational growth or our own church growth har@uincy, then we do need to



sustain ourselves along the way and we need to kvitat is involved in each of the
steps along the way — where are the pitfalls otthve should be careful?

Michael Durall, a church consultant, is a sometangc of our grandiose
Unitarian Universalist visions. In his bookye Almost Church: Redefining Unitarian
Universalismfor a New Era’, Durall discusses the qualities that allow for the
development of large congregations — or perhapsasgjust think about the qualities
that permit us to grow a little larger. This mangi let’s focus on just one of the qualities
he mentions — a comfort with being evangelicalp@iort which UU’s do not usually
have. But as we rethink and reclaim our langudgewerence, perhaps the word
“evangelical” is one that we may reconsider as well

Despite its contemporary Christian connotatiohs,root meaning of
“evangelical” is simply “messenger of good new®bd we believe that Unitarian
Universalists have “good news” to bring to the wi@rlTo the degree that we do any kind
of advertisement or promotion of who we are andtwieoffer, we are being
evangelical as Unitarian Universalists. Is that?lOKan we get comfortable with being
even more evangelical? Or do we want to rely apfgesomehow just finding us on
their own?

As we rethink the metaphoric possibilities in tamguage of reverence, perhaps
some similar issues come up around the word “eVadje— we’'ve been wounded in
some way by others who use that language in haymtolerant, and life-denying ways,
as others have abused words such as “god,” “satvatisin,” etc. Language, however,
is enormously flexible and stretches and changes time, albeit gradually, in
metaphoric possibilities. We do throw out the balith the bath water when we
concretize any word into an inherent permanent imgan

Let me suggest that Unitarian Universalism is\emeelical tradition, a radical
one. How otherwise did we end up with so many ymsuin our history that we claim
with such a deep sense of pride? On this day irhistéry alone, June f0we have one
anti-Trinitarian we claim who got burnt at the stand another one who was nearly
hanged a few hundred years ago. During the rackfaimation, those kinds of things
tended to happen to people who had a passiondorhibliefs and were willing to
proselytize. But what's different about our evdiuge tradition is that we appreciated
the value of a good argument and were willing tezlhenged by the argument, and we
sought to protect each person’s right to their dalefs and experiences.

But perhaps today we feel uncertain about exaaly to risk religious
conversation — whether it is here among us orloeretin the broader world. We lack
role models or we have only had negative role nedBerhaps we fear somehow
imposing our own viewpoints by their mere expressi®r perhaps we fear some type of
retaliatory anger or maybe worse yet, dismissausfexperiences and beliefs — either of
these may feel the worst when they occur in our extended families rather than with
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strangers. Yet still, there may be untold posisied that we are missing when we don’t
take these risks as the opportunities are posetimke share one recent experience, and
then | am interested in hearing about some of yours

Over the Memorial Day weekend, | was home in Nergdy visiting my family
and my mom sent me off to her favorite hair satwmef haircut. Sitting in the chair, |
mentioned to the hairdresser, Joanne, | was goiibg brdained as a Unitarian
Universalist minister next Sunday. “I'm not mudhaocchurchgoer,” Joanne said.
“What's a Unitarian Universalist? Is it an evangal church?” “No,” | replied, and |
mentally got my UU elevator speech ready. Billksimd suggests that we all develop a
few sentences in which we could describe Unitaldaiversalism to someone in an
elevator while traveling between just a few floors.

“Unitarian Universalism,” | said, “is actually twaienominations — Unitarianism
and Universalism — that merged into one in the X06While they came out of the
Jewish Christian tradition, they organized aroutical principles and social justice
when they came together and appreciation for ahefworld religions.” “Oh, so it's an
evangelical church,” Joanne repeated. Clearlyd®aiad some experience with
evangelical churches that was leading her to readxplanation as evangelical!

“Well, not exactly,” | repeated. “At least not @gangelical churches are typically
thought of since we do focus on appreciating athefworld religions, not just
Christianity. And our commitment to social justisevery strong — we’ve been at the
forefront of civil rights movements historicallydluding now in terms of marriage
equality and gay rights.” At this point | saw Joarfreeze a bit with the scissors in her
hand, and | found myself wondering — is this reallgood time for me personally to risk
this conversation?

However, | was then pleasantly surprised becanaeng proceeded to launch
into a description of her disappointment with al@ét friend who had not wanted to
have a gay bartender at her wedding and who wasbeg judgmental toward her
former friends. We were able to find common groumd perception of Jesus’ message
as liberal and progressive, even radical in itphabty toward others. | joked that at a
recent BGLT conference at Boston University, raldi@faristians had implied that to take
the Christian message seriously meant to be fulpgred that the second coming of
Christ might be in the form of a poor black gay mdoanne laughed heartily and
joyfully at that.

So we were on a pretty mutual wavelength whenrd®é&ook the conversation to
another level of risk for our engagement. She spjlan older brother who suddenly
died and her belief in an afterlife and in God, whshe always referred to with male
pronouns. She was worried about another oldeheravho had challenged her own
beliefs but seemed to offer nothing in return am\wad no spiritual practices. |
struggled in that moment as to whether | shouldgiristen, but Joanne wanted to know
what | thought and | only had my own experiencesfter to her.



So | took the risk that | would not be saying ékawhat she wanted to hear, but
that maybe she would find something in it regaslldssaid that | agreed with her that
spiritual practices can be enormously helpful amahforting, particularly during such a
time and that | had benefited from having a Budidépéritual practice at the time of my
paternal grandmother’s death and spoke brieflyherekperience of transcendence in
Buddhist wisdom. Again, the conversation becampr&ing when Joanne revealed that
her 18 year old daughter was interested in Buddhtisaugh she herself struggled with
understanding her daughter’s interest. | was @b#hare some references by Thich Nhat
Hanh, such akiving Buddha, Living Christ andJesus and Buddha as Brothers, that
sought to bring Christian and Buddhist perspectimgsdialogue. Joanne was very
grateful for those references, and | also happémézhve her with the website for the
UUA.

So you never know where the door is going to leack you open it, no matter
how nerve wracking opening it might be. I’'m wondgrif some of you have had
experiences trying to explain Unitarian Universaligr your beliefs or experiences and
how that has gone for you. Are you comfortablengein evangelical UU? Let’s share
briefly together and see what we can learn of ttfalls and opportunities of risking
religious conversations.



