United First Parish Church In Quincy
Sermon for 11/11/07 by Rev. Michelle Walsh

“The Paradoxical Heart of Unitarian Universalism”

“Love is the doctrine of this church, the questrath is its sacrament and service
is its prayer.” This is a longstanding covenarthwa the Universalist faith tradition.
Let’s consider it another form, written by Jame&a\Blake, who lived from 1842 to 1925
and who also served this congregation in Quincyiating to theHistorical Dictionary
of Unitarian Universalism: “Love is the spirit of this church, and servitelaw. This is
our great covenant: to dwell together in peacsgek the truth in love, and to help one
another.”

For the past few Sundays, between Sheldon and'Vevibeen preaching on the
topic of our Unitarian Universalist faith. Sheldproposed in his sermon last week that
“spiritual freedom, freedom of mind and the righiralividual conscience...is the radical
principle of our Unitarian Universalist religiont is the principle of the free mind and
the free moral conscience that most uniquely defoe faith.” I'd like for us to think
about that for a few minutes this morning and tosider the possibility that that
formulation is incomplete as it stands.

Let's start by asking what makes us unique egigion? Implicit but not made
an explicit focus in Sheldon’s formulation is tleetf that weare a religion — as much as
there are many who would challenge that, includiage who have challenged our
religious tax-exempt status in courts in some state doing so, these people tend to
argue that we are nothing but a secular sociabacfioup, and a liberal political one for
that matter.

But let’s return to the question: whata religion? The root meaning of religion
is “to bind back” or “to bind together” and todagligion concerns beliefs, practices,
worship and ethical systems that bind people taydtr a transcendent purpose, for a
larger ultimate and guiding life purpose. A rehigiis made unique not only by the
professed beliefs of that religion — one also néed®nsider the religion’s forms of
actual practice. A person can believe in the foeedf mind and right of individual
conscience and practispiritual freedom on their own — as any of the various Neye A
meditation and retreat centers will testify. Wisadifferent or unique about Unitarian
Universalists is that we choose to come togetheumbelief in spiritual freedom and to
be challenged by tharactice of being together — practices that encompass being together
in worship, in congregational administration, iruedting ourselves and our children, and
in service to one another and to the larger world.

There is something rather paradoxical about itk tradition, is there not?
Listen again to the reliance on paradox in the etang ads that the Unitarian
Universalist Association is putting forth: “Is Géaeping You From Going To Church?”
(how does God keep you from going to church?) &dd' Us and Ye Shall Seek” (how
does one continue to seek after one finds?) Neithéhose questions make too much



sense unless you are a potential Unitarian Unilistsé&5o we anticipate that such ads
will certainly catch the attention of and call teqple who share our beliefs, but they
won’'t become Unitarian Universalists unless thegrslour desire for our particular
forms of practice.

As Unitarian Universalists, we believe deeply il &reasure our spiritual
freedom, but we also want to be together on Suntayings and to behallenged in
our beliefs and in our practices. Being a Unitatimiversalist is1ot a comfortable
practice. | remember once when a lay ministereptierespect in Newton, an elder of
the church, said that her greatest spiritual praatn Sunday mornings was one of
“tolerance” — this is because she is an avid hustamd did not always hear what she
needed to hear on Sunday mornings (perhaps sheefrég did not hear what she need to
hear), but she did believe that it was more impuartar her to practice being part of a
religious community every Sunday morning than tdneme alone with her beliefs. And
think for a moment about what the implications farethe world, a world torn apart by
violence in its diversity, by demonstrating a deegctice of tolerance in being with one
another, at least on a weekly basis.

We choose tbe together on Sunday mornings and we “choosest& together,”
as Conrad Wright, a Harvard church historian whecggized in Unitarian Universalist
history, writes. This is the paradoxical hearbof beliefmanifested in practice — our
practice of polity or church governance. We bindselves to each other through
covenant — through gromise to be together, to walk together and to shargauneys
with one another. This is oecclesiology, our practice or way of summoning and calling
out our particular people into an assembly. Listeaw to the covenant of this church
that we read together every Sunday morning: “Aeea—free — fellowship of this
historic church, we unite we unite — to lift our hearts and open our minds to a large
reality —to a larger reality; to accept, support, and encourage one anottteaceept,
support, and encourage one another; to seek the wisdom in all religions; to cherisii a
sustain the web of life; and to strive for justicempassion and peace.” These are all
practices. This is both a call to like-minded individualsdaa challenge for those
individuals to engage in shared practices togethiew much do we practice our faith
tradition?

Ideally, we are not just sitting together in owspected, spiritually free but
isolated beliefs on Sunday mornings — we are dgtmegaging with one another on
Sundays and beyond in our practices. Do you kimawwe are uniqgue among
denominations in the emphasis we place on lifesplgious education — on curriculum
development for adult religious education? It cassomething of a shock when |
discovered in seminary that most other religioaditions offer nothing more than some
bible study, if even that, to their adults. In Nemj; | had “grown up” with small group
ministry encounters, yoga classes, world religi@sses, spiritual discussion groups, film
groups, book groups, and yes, even bible studiesas through these forums that I got
to know my fellow congregants in more depth — thaseddition to serving on
committees, assisting in lay ministry support, aadicipating in social justice projects
together.



| learned through these practices, as James LAitemns points out, “the skills
required for effective social organization.” Oued church tradition does not work by
relying only on the minister or on coming togetf@rworship on Sunday mornings. Our
free church tradition requires, apractice, the full participation oévery member of the
congregation — through their volunteer labor on oottees and during events (such as in
Newton our annual all church retreats to Ferry Bestd Sandy Island or in any of our
churches the running of religious education progréon adults and children), and also
through each member’s financial support of the chuHaving primarily grown up
among the unchurched, with only a small exposutbédorery hierarchical Catholic
church, | really did not know these practices.eéaded to engage them to understand
them and their importance. We truly are respordi the health and vitality of our
church — unlike the Catholic church, no outsidédnarity will ever shut us down, but we
may fail to keep our church growing and thriving/e are not merely consumers of the
church — we ARE the church and the life of the chudepends on each of us.

| also got to know my fellow congregants in Newtbrough the words of
wisdom they shared on Sunday mornings in dialogitie tve minister’'s sermons (and
also through their own monthly lay-led sermons aodship). This was a new and
revelatory practice to me as well — one that thghdyiengaged me when | first walked
into Newton'’s Episcopal style building with stailags windows and saw a female
ministerial intern preaching from the pulpit on WdgdAllen’s “Crimes and
Misdemeanors” and then come down from the pulpértgage the congregation in
dialogue. | know that while several of you haveged the experience of
congregational dialogues during sermons, othedstfirs experience uncomfortable.
This form of preaching is actually part of our Usiigalist heritage for your own
historical record. It is alternately called “digloal preaching” or “relational preaching”
and reflects a belief that the minister and thiy laie in partnership on Sunday mornings
— that sermons arise from the people in the gavnesigh their preacher and that the
preacher is not the primary source of authoritiie Wisdom of any preacher’s words is
validated through the participation of the peopl¢hiose words and in the sharing of their
wisdom. We are, as James Luther Adams writesuechhthat honors both the
priesthood and the prophethood of all believersis 15 seen with particular clarity in our
practice of ordination — only the congregation, ga¢hered people, not the minister or the
denomination, can engage in the priestly act octp@ of ordaining a person into the
Unitarian Universalist clergy, as you did for méstpast June. The primary source of
authority in our tradition is the individual, butis the individual who is a member of a
congregation that reflects the gathered wisdouladf the individual members.

We are called to encounter one another in depthrapdace and love, and to
encounter the world, to serve the world, beyondatwrch walls as well through these
practices. And this call stems from an even deeakto seek a larger reality — to seek
the truth in the many forms in which it manifes@ur sacrament is the quest of truth.
And what is a sacrament? A sacrament is our namsed promise to each other as a
practice. The root meaning of sacred is holy at thich makes us whole, sound, and



happy. Paradoxically, we realize that we can nbedruly spiritually free, we cannot be
whole, unless we are all free together.

But what does freedom mean? Are we only talkingualthe freedom of our
minds? Is ours a disembodied religion then? Vdbaut the freedom of the body? Is
there a call built into our religion for social fice in ensuring the physical welfare of
each person, not just their spiritual freedom? Gfr@ur few African-American
ministers, the Reverend Mark Morrison-Reed, stétasfreedom meant two very
different things to the Boston Unitarian Brahameelho lifted up freedom of the mind
and belief in the comfort of their privilege andAfrican Americans who lifted up literal
freedom from bondage as an enslaved and impovergbeple. They were like two
ships passing in the night when speaking abouétioen,” Morrison-Reed states. | could
not help but think of his words when Sheldon qudtedmas Jefferson last week: “I
have sworn, upon the altar of God, eternal hogtgainst every form of tyranny over
the mind of man.” Let alone focusing upon Jeffatsaehoice of the word “man,” |
wonder what difference it would have made to thig @hite founder of our country and
slave master if he had instead written his vowatstitity toward tyranny over the mind
and the body. If we are called to a sacrament, aeslgractice, in quest of truth, then we
need to remember the whole truth of our historiyagarian Universalists, including our
historical complicity in oppression even as we $dwmnd seek freedom in parts. This is
the call at the heart of voluntary associations ithgtitutionalizes “gradual revolution,”
as James Luther Adams writes, and it remains dufocaunity in our diversity with all
peoples today.

Thus the heart of Unitarian Universalism is a paxachl one. Unitarianism lifts
up reason, tolerance and freedom historically andéssalism lifts up love, faith, and
hope. In merging these two traditions, we brirgnhinto dialogue and tension with each
other. We treasure spiritual freedom but in com¢math one another. We promise to
walk together as we seek the truth of a largertye&nowing that each of us is limited
by virtue of our experiences to only parts of tteality. Our wholeness comes in our
promise to practice together — to dialogue with anether about the truths we seek and
find and to engage one another within our churchsvead also to engage the larger
world beyond our church walls. We are, as Tom OWewle writes, “free-thinking
mystics with hands” who know that we know more whenshare together and we
accomplish more when we work together. Abovelat e our quest for spiritual
freedom, as Bill Schulz writes, “we respect the taggmore” and our call is to walk
together in this mystery, to be humble in our apploto each other, and to love the
world deeply in our quest for truth and justiceayMve be challenged in the coming
weeks to think about how we can engage more deeflging a church in and for the
world together in our practices. And may it alwégsso. Blessed be. Amen.



