
Some among us are asking, “Is there a center to Unitarian Universalism?” Or is it 
like the old story of blind persons describing an elephant, with a twist: 

One of us touches the side and says, “It’s a wall.” Another feels the leg and says, 
“It’s a tree.” Another grabs the tail and proclaims, “It’s a rope.” But after all our 
surveying, is the one thing UUs can say for certain only that There is no elephant? 

Do we have a theological center? And why are we asking about this? When did 
pluralism become a problem? 

UUism continues to be predominantly white and economically privileged, but as 
more and more women have entered our ministry and theological leadership, and 
as we move ever so slowly towards being a multi-cultural, queer positive, multi-
gendered, counter-oppressive community, the old order of who is in power at the 
center has shifted. 

There is discomfort with the changing power dynamics: Will it ever end? Will 
our religious identity just be ever-expanding diversity without anyone in control? 

In response to this concern, I believe we need to remind ourselves that diversity 
is a sign of life. When those who have been historically excluded and dehuman-
ized move into community leadership, and the oppressed bring their full voice 
and experience into contexts where they have been silenced, this is an occasion 
for celebration, not hand-wringing. 

But there is another reason some are asking about what holds us all together, and  
if we have a center. They are not troubled by shifts in old structures of power and 
privilege. Rather, they are alarmed by the increasing fragmentation of life. 

Where is the claim of life upon us that can move us beyond individual consum-
erism into community connection, into binding obligations that relate us to 
something larger and deeper? 

We are hungry for committed life. 

Where is the freedom that comes from responding to a claim upon us that marks our 
life with meaning and purpose beyond ourselves? What will allow us to stand 
against the excesses of consumerism that are dragging the planet toward an ever-
increasing gap between rich and poor? And what will empower us to turn around the 
dangerous disregard for the delicate balances that sustain the earth’s ecosystems? 

Our search for a theological center needs to be understood as a search for the solidari-
ty and obligation that can carry us beyond this moral wasteland and energize our de-
voted action on behalf of the global community. We might begin this search by  
re-imagining the way we speak of religious individualism and dissent. 

I believe we are right to extol the lone courageous voice that holds out against the 
follies of groupthink. We celebrate the dissenter who begs to differ, especially 
when the crowd is gung ho for a course of action that will cause harm to life. 

But look just a little closer. Behind the lone prophet who speaks up, there is a 
group. We celebrate the lone prophet because there is a we also present—a whole 
movement of us who hold to values that are fragile, dissident, and life-giving. 

 

“Out beyond ideas  
of wrongdoing and 

rightdoing,  
there is a field.  

I will meet you there.” 
—Jalal ad-Din Rumi  
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Theologian Rita Nakashima Brock  
suggests that it is always a mistake to 
imagine that lone prophets are really 
alone. When Rosa Parks sat down on 
the bus in Montgomery to stand up for 
freedom for African Americans, she 
was not just a tired woman who acted 
in isolation. She was the secretary of 
the local NAACP, a leader known and 
trusted in the black community. When 
she sat down, her community sat down. 
It was not her solitary action that insti-
gated a movement for greater justice;  
it was the hidden solidarity that she 
embodied and called forth. 

Rita Brock says we should think of 
Jesus this way as well. It is a mistake 
to see him as an isolated, heroic  
individual. It is better to see him as 
the crest of a wave, the sparkling 
foam breaking brightly from the force 
of a whole ocean moving and swell-
ing up from underneath. 

I sense among Unitarian Universal-
ists these days a deep desire to    
affirm the ocean that is within and 
beneath the voices of individual con-
science that we celebrate. What is 
the name of this ocean that we are? 
Let’s call it a circle of life. 

There is no holiness to be ascertained 
apart from the holiness that can be 
glimpsed in one another’s eyes. St. 
Augustine said God is a circle whose 
center is everywhere and circumference 
nowhere. 

This is one thing our faith is sure of: 
There is a spark of sacredness in every 
living being. When life faces life within 
the circle of communion we can see the 
center that is “god” present in our  
solidarity. 

If you have traveled on pilgrimage 
to Transylvania and celebrated 
communion with our Unitarian 
cousins there, you know that they 
observe the communion ritual by 
standing in a circle, meeting one 
another eye to eye. 

If we probe the image of the circle a 
bit further, it can give us considerable 
guidance on the question of what 
holds us together. Notably, the circle 
is a boundary; it holds some things in 

and it leaves some things out. 

Biologists tell us that life depends on 
boundaries. The elemental form of a 
cell—a form essential to life—is an 
enclosed sphere. Its membrane is  
permeable. It allows things to flow in 
and flow out, but it is not indefinite or 
sketchy. 

What is the membrane—the bounda-
ry—around what Unitarian Universal-
ism holds inside? When I taught UU 
theologies at Starr King School this is 
one of the things we investigated. 
Based on the study of our history,  
reading our great theologians, preach-
ers and lay leaders from the past two 
centuries, it is assuredly possible to 
identify theological options that lie 
outside the circle of what Unitarian 
Universalism embraces. 

While we are open to many things, 
you can’t really believe anything and 
be a UU. There are limits. Unitarian 
Universalism is not an empty cipher.  
It is not nothing. It is something.  
And there are theological options that 
are beyond the pale. For example:  

You can hold a view that there is no 
God or that God exists. But you can-
not hold the view that God is the all-
powerful determiner of everything that 
happens, such that there is no exercise 
of human freedom. UUism is clear 
that there is some measure of freedom 
accessible to every living being, given 
in the nature of things. We hold that 
freedom is a real and essential  
characteristic of life. 

You can define salvation, healing and 
wholeness in many ways. But you 
cannot hold to the view that there will 
be an ultimate separation of the saved 
from the damned by which the good 
are rewarded with eternal bliss and the 
damned are punished with eternal suf-
fering. UUism is clear that all souls 
are of worth. There is no final solution 
to be had by the privileged protection 
of some and the destruction of others. 
We hold that salvation is universal. 

You can be devoted to a specific 
religious practice—Christian prayer, 
Buddhist meditation, or pagan ritual 
(to name a few). But you cannot 
hold the view that there is one reli-
gion that encompasses the exclusive, 
final truth for all times and places. 
Not even Unitarian Universalism. 
We are confident that revelation is 
not sealed. The sacred impulse  
towards justice, compassion and 
equity moves in many times and 
places, in myriad ways that call to us 
and teach us. 

Finally, you can see this world as trag-
ically flawed, wondrously gifted, or 
both. But you cannot hold the view 
that salvation is to be found solely 
beyond this world—in some life after 
death or a world other than this world. 
While remaining open to mysteries 
that may be revealed beyond the grave 
or in realms beyond what we know  
at present, UUism is clear that the 
ultimate is present here and now, and 
can be grasped and experienced, even 
if only partially, within this limited 
frame of our mortal existence.  

This means we do not hold to a hope 
that is only attained in the sweet by 
and by. We hold that this world, this 
life, these bodies are the dwelling 
place of the sacred. 

Within these theological boundaries 
there is room for tremendous variety, 
diversity, and dissent. But there is 
also a defining focus: a devotion to 
the flourishing of life. Our sacred 
circle draws us together in passionate 
love for life. 

We affirm a covenant 
among all beings that  
we honor with our heart, 
soul, mind and strength.  
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And it sets us apart: from religion that 
supports holy war in service to a God 
who is imagined as the destroyer of 
evil-doers; from religion that claims 

to be devoted to Jesus but regards the 
poor as insufficiently self-reliant; and 

from religion that looks forward to the 
end of this world, welcoming environ-
mental apocalypse and war in the 
Middle East as signs that this earth is 
soon to pass away so that an elite 
faithful can be carried by the rapture 
into a new heaven and a new earth. 

Our UU circle holds a different heart. 
We are devoted to the sacredness of 
this world, this life here and now. We 
do not look to a world to come as more 
valuable than this world. 

We cherish our bodies, this earth, this 
time and place within our grasp. We 
are devoted to the intimate, intricate 
and unshakeable reality that all life is 
connected. 

We honor and respect the bonds 
that tie each to all, that weave us 
into an inescapable net of mutuali-
ty. We vow to care for the interde-
pendent web and reverence our 
place within it. 

We desire all life to flourish, and 
therefore we resist those social evils 
and systemic injustices that benefit a 
few at the expense of many or that 
allow a privileged existence for some 
while others have their hearts and bod-
ies broken by exploitation, prejudice, 
censure, or lack of access to the rights 
and resources needed for life. We cri-
tique any conception of God that func-
tions to bless an unjust status quo or 
pass the buck of human responsibility 
onto divine forces. 

We affirm a covenant among all 
beings that we honor with our heart, 
soul, mind and strength. We will do 
everything in our power to assure 
that this covenant is not broken. 
And we seek to connect our circle 
with other circles of life, to expand 
into ever widening ripples of  
influence for good. � 

In Translation 
BY WILLIAM  SINKFORD , 
SENIOR MINISTER, FIRST 
UNITARIAN  CHURCH OF 
PORTLAND, OREGON;  
FORMER UUA PRESIDENT 

We are people of the 
word. Or, better said, 
people of words, many 
words. Words are one of the most im-
portant ways that we “know” things.  

But words, to quote Henry Adams, are 
“slippery things,” and words mean 
different things to different people. 
Take the word “freedom.” To the priv-
ileged early Unitarians, freedom meant 
freedom of thought. To the African 
American community, however, it 
meant freedom from slavery and   
freedom from oppression. The two 
groups had a hard time talking. 

For a recent church auction I offered 
to preach on the topic of the highest 
bidder’s choice, and the winning    
couple considered themselves to be on 
the humanist/atheist side of the big 
theological tent that we pitch. Here is 
what they asked me to speak about:  

It’s difficult for us to translate reli-
gious language into something that 
makes sense to us. We end up trip-
ping over words like God and pray-
er. Why are we always the ones who 
have to translate? Strip down that 
language to its core. 

I shared with them this short descrip-
tion for their sermon: “The words we 
use to talk about the holy can close 
more doors than they open.” One of 
them responded: “I tripped over the 
word ‘holy’ a bit. ‘Holy’ can be one of 
my cringe words in the sanctuary, 
[especially] when it is followed by the 
word ‘one,’ rather than the word 
‘cow.’”  

Holy Cow!  

After all, I was the one, as UUA Presi-
dent, who had called for a Language of 
Reverence and asked if our avoidance 
of traditional religious language was 

making it harder for us to connect with 
our deepest yearnings and most pro-
found connections. In our association, 
I am the poster child for reclaiming the 
use of those words that require some 
of us to translate. 

“Why are we always the ones who 
have to translate?” What I heard in 
that inquiry, more than anything else, 
was weariness. Because translation is 
work and having to translate can be a 
barrier to belonging. 

When I was elected President of the 
UUA in 2001, I gave the benediction 
at that year’s General Assembly clos-
ing celebration. I tried to call our faith 
community to witness for justice and 
ended with a paraphrase of the prophet 
Isaiah (6:8): Here we are, Lord; send 

us. 

I received several letters from women 
leaders, irate that I had used the term 
Lord. “I hope I never hear you use that 
word again. I thought we had put that 
patriarchal language behind us.” That 
was some of the gentler language. 

One approach to dealing with language 
that no longer reflects our common 
assumptions or values is simply to 
discard it. Another approach is to 
search for and use only a kind of “least 
common denominator” language that 
the fewest of us will have to translate. 

The sermon winners said: “For people 
like us who are atheists/humanists, we 
can still be excited about the wonder 
of the world, the flowers, the babies—
without calling it ‘holy.’ Wouldn’t it 
be great if the religious people could 
translate ‘wonder’ into ‘miracle’—
rather than our always having to  
translate religious language into what 
works for us?” 

So what would that language sound 
like? Well, using congregation, per-
haps, rather than church; meditation 
rather than prayer; message rather 
than sermon; spiritual rather than  
religious; yes rather than amen.  
(That is the original translation of 
“amen” after all. Just “yes.”) 
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And what about that biggest of words, 
the word that more folks react to, both 
positively and negatively, than any 
other—that word God? Perhaps the 
least worst way to talk about God is as 
Mystery. The mystery at the heart of 
things. I know, even that may sound 
like creeping theism: the mystery at the 
heart of things. I hope it doesn’t, but 
don’t we need some language that  
acknowledges that there is something 
beyond our own intellects and egos? 

Each week when I pray, or invite the 
congregation into meditation together, 
I usually begin: “Spirit of Life. Spirit 
of Love. Dear God.” Three names—I 
know, not very Unitarian.  

My hope is that however you name the 
mystery at the heart of things, or even 
if you choose not to name it, you will 
be able to find a handhold. By using 
many names I’m trying to convey that 
no one name holds absolute truth. 

Spirit of Life, known by many names 
and no name. Allah. Buddha-nature. 
Power of Human Possibility. Yahweh. 
Brahma. Nature and its Cycles. God  
of Love.  

But that becomes quite a mouthful. 
And I’m sure that some of us would 
trip over one or more of the names on 
that list.  

Stripping away, leaving behind words 
that carry with them histories of being 
used to exclude, histories of being used 
to limit our spirits or even punish us, is 
one approach to this dilemma. But I 
would hate for us to move toward a list 
of forbidden words. The auction win-
ners were not asking for that. They just 
don’t want to have to work so hard and 
translate so much. It tires them out. 

How do we deal, in practical terms, 
with the religious diversity in this 
house of Unitarian Universalism?  

We come hoping for, yearning for, so 
much. We come looking for affirma-
tion of who we are, seeking more depth 
and meaning than we find walking in 
the ways of the world. We come hop-
ing to be reminded of how we want to 

live. We come to celebrate the pas- 
sages of our lives and to find support 
and consolation through life’s troubles. 
We come wanting so much and with 
such diverse histories. 

What do we share? 

What I know is this: we are all human-
ists in the broadest and (for me) most 
important understanding of that term. 
We know that if the Beloved         
Community is to be built, we will be 
the builders. Atheists and theists,  

humanists and pagans, Buddhists, 
Christians, Jews, those who resist any 
label—all of us, regardless of our  
particular theological beliefs, cultural 
heritage or current practices, agree on 
that core theological point of view. 

If we are going to thrive as a vibrant 
pluralistic religious movement, the 
question of translation becomes criti-
cal. Because if we are going to use 
language that is evocative, language 
that leads us to depth, drawn from 
many traditions and sources, then we 
need to be mindful that each and every 
one who hears our words will be trans-
lating. All of us are hearing those 
words through our own life lenses, 
bringing our own meanings to the  
experience of being together. 

Traditional religious words do have 
resonance. They remind us that across 
the centuries people have been gather-
ing in churches and synagogues, in 
temples and mosques, around Seder 
tables and around solstice bonfires. 
They remind us that people have been 
gathering to seek affirmation, to find 
their place in the order of things, to 
search for meaning and direction in 
their lives that is deeper, more centered 
and grounded than the meaning we 

find today on concrete sidewalks that 
lead to the mall. 

The resonance I hope we can find in 
the words we use is that history of 
longing and of hope, not the way  
those words have been used to justify 
violence and limit the human spirit.  
Those abuses are true, without a doubt, 
but so are the need and the hope that 
have been present at each of those 
gatherings. 

So much can be lost in translation. 
Words are imperfect tools we use to 
tell our story, to know our truth. If we 
remember their limits, perhaps we can 
use them to greater benefit. If we re-
member that we are all and always 
translating, listening for the words be-
neath the words, then perhaps we will 
make more time and more space to 
listen and even to hear. Perhaps we can 
come to remember and understand not 
just the challenge, but also the gift of 
our being together, and the possibility 
for wholeness that gift can open for us. 

There is also a role for silence in our 
being together. Silence with no words 
to trip over, no words to struggle with, 
just silence and the honesty it invites.  

Wherever you are, whatever surrounds 
you at the moment, will you enter with 
me that space of silence and honesty, 
known by many names? 

Spirit of Life and of Love. Mystery at 
the heart of things. May we find what 
we yearn for: Meaning, Direction,  
Acceptance and Love. 

May we create a community where 
love guides us, helping us hear words 
under the words, helping us speak from 
our hearts in language that opens us to 
life, rather than closing us down. And 
may what we share be strong enough 
so that the community we create can 
sustain us all. 

Alone, our vision is too limited to see 
all that must be seen and our strength 
too limited to do all that must be done. 
Together, there is more hope, and more 
help for us all on this small blue planet. 

Yes. � 

How do we deal, in  
practical terms, with the 
religious diversity in  
this house of Unitarian  
Universalism?  
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 Saved 
BY TANDI   
ROGERS, GROWTH 
STRATEGIES  
SPECIALIST FOR 
THE UUA 

I am paid to evangelize, to grow cur-
rent congregations and plant new con-
gregations. I’ve been lurking on inter-
net sites of fundamentalist evangelists, 
because, quite frankly, they have sys-
tems for planting new congregations. I 
mean, they’ve got systems! They have 
trainings and boot camps and coaches 
and conferences just for planting. I 
have a hot case of holy envy.  

So I thought about attending such a 
conference as an add-on activity in a 
city where I was already working on 
behalf of our Association. Well, attend-
ing it didn’t work out, but on the plane 
back home guess who my seatmates 
were? That’s right, two fundamentalist, 
evangelical men who had been to the 
church planting conference.  

I strained my ears to hear what they 
were saying. The older man seemed  
to be in charge, and the younger one 
deferred to him. The elder quoted 
scripture and talked a lot about saving 
people. Their whole mission is con-
verting people to Christianity so they 
may be saved and get into heaven.  

I wanted to jump in, interrupt with all 
of the questions I had for them.  

For a split second a voice in my head 
warned me: Stop… foreign land… 
don’t go there… possibilities for hostil-
ity… what are you going to do once 
they find out you’re Unitarian Univer-
salist? But the words burst out of my 
mouth: “I couldn’t help but overhear-
ing. Do you plant congregations? Did 
you just go to the church planting con-
ference? I wanted to go so badly, but 
had other work to do. I plant congrega-
tions for my denomination. I’d love to 
hear more about what you learned.” 

The younger man asked, “Which de-
nomination are you?” I replied: 
“Unitarian Universalist.” The younger 

man looked blank. The older man 
grinned like he had something on me. 
My heart fluttered a bit. 

“Jason, you’ve never heard of  
Unitarian Universalists? They’re the 
ones with all the ethics and none of  
the doctrine. They do good without  
believing in hell.” 

My breathing stopped. Jason looked at 
me as if he’d just discovered I was a 
unicorn.  

“You don’t believe in hell?!” The older 
man smiled to himself as he put his 
headphones over his ears and settled in. 
I shook my head, and before I could 
get a word out the young man asked if 
I believed in Jesus.  

“Jesus the Christ or Jesus the radical, 
fierce, loving rabbi? I love Jesus the 
Rabbi and consider him one of my 
greatest teachers. But I don't have any 
belief or use for the Christ part. No 
offense. I’m glad it works for you, but 
I just want everyone to find his or her 
or zer own way that amplifies love and 
brings out his, her or zer authentic 
self.”  

He still looked at me like I was a uni-
corn. “But how do you reconcile John 
14:6?” he asked. “Jesus said to him, I 
am the way, the truth, and the life: no 
man comes to the Father but by me.”  

I lit up. I know this chapter and love it. 
At the Jesuit seminary I attended I 
spent a lot of time meditating on it with 
my Christian cousins in faith. I said, “I 
can reconcile it by the four verses prior 
to that. In my Father's house are many 
mansions: if it were not so, I would 
have told you. There are many man-
sions for so many expressions of the 
Spirit of Life and Yahweh and Allah 
and Ultimate Source and Most Awe-
some Goodness and Fierce Love and 
Holy Yes!” 

We stared into each other’s eyes for a 
long time. I had a melting experience. I 
broke the silence by asking him about 
his conversion story. (Everyone has a 
story of some epiphany or conversion 
of some sort. These fascinate me.) 
Over the course of about an hour Jason 
told me his tale of parents who weren’t 
enough, his own drug abuse and do-
mestic violence and giving up, and 
how someone invited him to church. 
The church’s very clear doctrine held 
his despair and gave him direction and 
hope. It was a moving and beautiful 
story. We each had tears in our eyes 
throughout his telling. 

He asked if Unitarian Universalists 
believe in conversion. Some do, I re-
plied. I’m one. I was converted. As a 
queer I felt early on that my sexuality 
was very tied to God, but that’s not 
what my church of origin was teaching. 
And the Unitarian Universalists took 
all of me, and saw me as whole (even 
in my brokenness), as holy (even at  
my base self) and precious (even when 
I felt unlovable). Jason nodded. Teary 
eyes again. Mutual understanding of 
the possibilities and blessing of  
religious communities. 

He asked me if I was a minister, and I 
nodded. I also noticed he was now star-
ing at my Star magazine. Yes, an obvi-
ous incongruence by most standards. I 
blushed and explained that I like to 
keep up on pop culture and that I also 
pray down the magazine, like I regular-
ly pray down the newspaper and pray 
down the congregations in our Associ-
ation.  

Jason wanted to pray with me right 
there on the spot. Yes, at 30,000 feet 
above the earth I led a prayer for Miley 
Cyrus, a pop culture character with a 
tongue that needs an exorcism, holding 
hands with someone I would usually 
think hates me and what I stand for. 
Except for that day. 

As we were leaving the plane, I over-
heard the older man ask Jason if he 
saved me. “Nah,” Jason said. “She  
was already saved.” � 

“You don’t believe  
in hell?!”  
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From Your 
Minister 
BY M EG RILEY   
SENIOR MINISTER,  
CHURCH OF THE  
LARGER FELLOWSHIP 

One of the ways that we create spiritual 
or theological common ground is so 
simple it’s almost embarrassing: We 
agree to do so. We make a commitment 
to each other to create a space that is 
held in common. In religious language, 
these commitments are called  
covenants. In the Bible, covenants are  
between people and God.  

Covenants, if they are to truly hold us, 
need to be large enough to contain the 
whole selves of the people who make 
them (including both what is holy and 
what is unholy). The place we are most 
likely to see covenants being created is 
at weddings. Two people commit to 
one another before their loved ones and 
what they name as holy. I have seen 
people make some pretty unlikely 
promises over the years—promises that 
are romantic and beautiful, but in my 
mind fairly unsustainable. 

When I am the minister with couples 
who are writing their own vows, I am 
not willing to support commitments 
that I consider unsustainable. I once 
listened to draft vows from a man who 
wanted to promise to his beloved, 
“When you cry, I will wipe away your 
tears.” She thought it was lovely and 
beamed at him. “Take it out!” I 
snapped. “At least some of the time, 
she will be crying because of you, and 
will not want you anywhere near her 
with a handkerchief!”  

I’m a big believer in making promises 
we can keep, so that we can be as good 
as our word. That doesn’t mean it’s 
easy to keep them, only that it’s possi-
ble. The primary wedding vow that we 
hear—for richer and for poorer, in 
sickness and in health—is a covenant 
to not walk away, to stay in the conver-
sation wherever it leads, understanding 
that it can and will get really hard. 

I think we can make that same vow to 
one another in a spiritual community.  
I may not always like you, or even  
particularly care for what you have to 
say. But I can agree to stay in relation-
ship with you and not walk away. 

Now, of course there are limits to any 
covenant. Unitarian Universalists be-
lieve in ongoing revelation, and part of 
what that means is that relationships,  
as well as people, change. Sometimes 
we have to redefine our terms. No one 
should stay in a relationship with a 
person, a community or a God who is 
abusive, demeaning or bullying. So 
there are times when it is healthy and 
appropriate to walk away, to break a 
covenant, to say, Enough! 

Knowing when to stay and when to go 
can be a challenge. One litmus test I’ve 
always used is to ask myself, How 
much of the pain in this relationship is 
me? If I walked away from this cove-
nant, how much suffering would I carry 
with me? If I can see that I will still 
have the same struggles out of the rela-
tionship that I do in the relationship, I 
figure I might as well stay. “Wherever 
you go, there you are,” the saying goes. 

I didn’t come by this wisdom easily. 
Decades ago, I ended a long-term rela-
tionship and chose a different one with 
someone radically different, someone 
who had none of the traits I had found 
so impossible in my earlier partner. A 
few years into the new relationship,  
I noticed that fights with my new  
partner strongly resembled the fights I 
had with my former partner. “How can  
that be?” I asked myself. “There’s  
only one thing that’s the same in both 
relationships and that’s…me!” 

Humbling, to be sure, but very helpful 
too. Since then, I’ve been a big fan of 
staying put in relationships, communi-
ties and other covenanted relationships. 
Might as well dig in and learn. 

So, I urge you to heed Janice Marie 
Johnson’s words and make an  
audacious covenant! � 

 We Covenant 
BY JANICE  MARIE  
JOHNSON,  
MULTICULTURAL  
MINISTRIES  AND  
LEADERSHIP 
DIRECTOR, UUA 

Covenants are intentional. 
Covenants are audacious. 
Covenants are a promise 
that can change our lives  

together in this faith. 

Together, we will be stronger. 
Together, we will be wiser. 
Together, we will be gentler.  

We promise 
to recognize our uniqueness 
to treasure our faith 
to honor our neighbors with  
 holiness. 

We covenant to be committed to 
 each other 
to consider each as significant 
to consider each as valuable. 

We covenant  
to be invitational 
to be accepting 
to speak grace-filled truth 
to forgive each other 
over and over again. 
And yes,  
to love. 

Our Covenant stands firm. 
It is our embodiment of faith in 
 each other. 
It is our blessing of each other. 
It is our commitment to each 
 other. 

May we hold this community as a 
 precious gift. 
May we hold our relationships as 
 gifts that transcend borders. 

May we carry forth 
the intention of our Covenant 
the audacity of our Covenant 
the promise of our Covenant 
now and in years to come. 

May it be so. � 

From Bless the Imperfect, ed. 
Kay Montgomery, published by 
Skinner House in 2013  
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REsources for  
Living 
BY LYNN UNGAR, MINISTER FOR  
LIFESPAN LEARNING, CHURCH OF  
THE LARGER FELLOWSHIP 

As someone who grew up Unitarian 
Universalist, I have to admit that 
there are some disadvantages to be-
ing a UU kid. There are advantages, 
of course, like being able to cele-
brate holidays from a variety of   
different religions, but there are 
definitely drawbacks. Mostly these 
problems come when someone asks 
you, on the playground maybe, what 
church you go to. It’s hard enough 
just getting people through the ten 
syllables of Unitarian Universalist. 
But if you manage that task then the 
inevitable follow-up question is: 
“What do you believe?” 

I happen to think that’s kind of an 
unfair question, especially to put on, 
say, a fourth-grader. If you say 
you’re Methodist or Baptist or Jew-
ish nobody asks you what you believe. 
They have a category in their head to 
put you into, and they just leave it at 
that. Now, their assumptions about 
what you believe might be totally 
wrong, and I’m sure there is not one 
nine-year-old in 100 who could tell 
you the difference between what a 
Presbyterian and an Episcopalian  
believes, but the point is that no one 
feels they need to ask. 

But if you’re UU there’s not only the 
long, awkward name to get through, 
there’s also the uncomfortable fact 
that people don’t know what mental 
box to put you in, so they ask about 
what you believe. Which leads you to 
the equally uncomfortable fact that 
your religion doesn’t tell you what to 
believe, which really messes with  
people’s idea of religion in general. 
And beyond even that, if you’re going 
to actually answer the question then 
you need to have figured out for 
yourself what it is that you believe, 
and how to say it, which is hard 
enough for a grown-up, and a real 
uphill climb for a child. 

You might find your-
self resorting to  
“UUs can believe any-
thing they want,” but 
that isn’t true. For 
instance, UUs just 

don’t believe that God loves some 
people but not others. Better to say 
that UUs don’t all believe the same 
thing. But even that concept is tricky. 
Religious language is slippery as an 
eel, and it’s hard to know exactly 
what we agree and disagree on.  

It turns out that one UU will say, “I 
don’t believe in God,” and another  
will say, “I believe in God.” But if you 
really get down to talking with those 
two people you might find that the 
one who doesn’t believe in God 
doesn’t believe in a Guy in the Sky 
who is judging and controlling every-
one, and the person who believes in 
God certainly doesn’t believe in that 
kind of a God, either. The person who 
believes in God might mean that they 
believe that all of us are connected 
by a mysterious force that draws us 
together and makes our lives inter-
twined. And the person who doesn’t 
believe in God might believe that  
exact same thing, except they call it 
gravity, instead of God. 

Unfortunately, saying that your 
church believes in gravity doesn’t get 
you very far on the playground when 
some kid is trying to figure out 
whether you are saved or not. Some-
times, the easiest solution is simply 
to duck:  

What do you believe? I believe I’ll go 
play kickball now. 

Are you saved? Saved from what? 

Have you found Jesus? I didn’t know 
he was lost. 

And so on.  You don’t really owe any-
one an explanation of what you     
believe, any more than you owe them 
information about your grades or 
whether you still sleep with your  
baby blanket. But you might just owe 
an explanation to yourself. You see, 
Unitarian Universalism is a religion 
that’s a process, not a product.  

Some religions provide a box full of 
beliefs, and it’s the believer’s job to 

hang onto those beliefs for dear life. 
But UUism says that we go through 
life gathering up the smooth stones 
of belief that we want to put in our 
box, and sometimes we might take a 
stone out of the box and drop it by 
the side of the road because it  
doesn’t feel like it’s worth carrying 
around anymore. 

But there’s another important piece 
to the story. You see, no one expects 
you to do this gathering all by your-
self. As parents and as religious edu-
cators we offer children some 
smooth 
stones 
that  
we  
hope 
they 
will 
carry 
with 
them: You are unique and precious—
but so is everyone else. Your body is 
a good and sacred thing. We are all 
woven together in a web of life, and 
we need to take care of that web 
because we all lose whenever a strand 
breaks. Beauty matters. You have 
choices, and how you choose to live 
makes a difference. You are loved. 
You are worthy of love. We are all 
worthy of love.  

The playground or the elevator with a 
stranger might not be where you 
want to pull out these stones and 
examine them, and that’s okay. But 
you should know that UUism—
whether the CLF or in local congrega-
tions—offers a place to bring our 
boxes out in the open, to see the  
beliefs and convictions that others 
carry with them. In looking carefully 
at someone else’s collection you might 
find new stones that you want to  
carry—or you might realize that 
there are stones you’re ready to 
drop.  

One way or another, Unitarian Uni-
versalism is not any single stone, or 
even any one box of stones: it’s the 
place where we come together with 
open minds and hearts and hands to 
examine the beliefs we carry, and to 
live those beliefs in the world. � 



Quest Editorial Team:   Meg Riley; Lorraine Dennis; Patrice Curtis; Janet Lane; Kat Liu; Beth Murray; Cindy Salloway; Jaco ten Hove; 
Arliss Ungar; Lynn Ungar, editor  
Copyright 2014 Church of the Larger Fellowship.  Generally, permission to reproduce items from Quest is granted, provided credit  
is given to the author and the CLF.   ISSN 1070-244X  

CLF Staff:  Meg Riley, senior minister; Lorraine Dennis, executive director; Lynn Ungar, minister for lifespan learning and Quest editor;  
Patty Franz, prison ministry director; Lena Gardner, membership and development director; Beth Murray, program administrator; Cindy  
Salloway, fiscal administrator; Jennifer Dignazio, administrative assistant; Linda Berez, minister of technology; Elizabeth Bukey, worship; 
Patrice Curtis, worship; Shawna Foster, social media; Kari Kopnic, family ministries and learning; Bob LaVallee, congregational life; Jordinn 
Nelson Long, pastoral care; Scott Youmans, technology 

Web Site www.clfuu.org — E-mail clf@clfuu.org — Toll-Free Line 800-231-3027 — Jewelry 617-948-6150  
CLF Unitarian Universalist, 24 Farnsworth St., Boston MA 02210-1409  USA — Telephone 617-948-6166  

NONPROFIT ORG.    
U.S. POSTAGE 
PAID 
BOSTON, MA 
PERMIT NO. 55362 

Church of the Larger Fellowship 
Unitarian Universalist 
24 Farnsworth Street, Boston, Massachusetts 02210-1409   
USA 

Did You Know 
That the CLF has beautiful, 
full-color posters suitable 
for hanging in an RE space 
or a child’s room? Check 
out posters and much more 
at www.clfuu.org/shop 

 

A Great Need   
by Hafiz (c.1325 - c.1389) 
 
Out 
of a great need 
we are all holding hands 
and climbing. 
Not loving is a letting go. 
Listen, 
the terrain around here 
is 
far too 
dangerous 
for 
that. � 


