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OPENING READING: “Becoming  a Member”


Inscribing your name does not transform you into an instant or born-again Unitarian Universalist. Our religious way of life is not so much an arriving as a becoming – an ongoing process of thought and life experience. Joining, for you, may mean fresh steps along a familiar path. It may mean venturing in uncharted territory. In either case, the initiative is yours. You do not sign on someone else’s dotted line of spiritual development, and there is no fine print. Your signature is your affirming symbol of commitment to an open-minded, inclusive, reasoned, seasoned, compassionate and contemporary approach to life.
Anonymous

READING: “I Am a Mild and Tolerant Fellow”


I am a mild and tolerant fellow

At peace with priests and monks in yellow,

Nuns in habits, and those without,

Pentecostals and the most devout,

Methodists, Mormons, and Amish, too,

Buddhist, Hindu, Moslem, Jew;

Quakers (silent) and Baptists (loud),

With heads hated, shaven, bowed;

Moravians, Moonies, and U. C. C.

All are God’s children, I agree.

Bible, Koran, or Upanishads,

Jesus, Allah, or four-armed gods,

Joseph Smith or Mrs. Eddy,

Just take your pick and I am ready

To tolerate you, one and all,

From Zoroaster to apostle Paul.

But while it’s all the same to me,

I’ll reserve the right to disagree.
Max Coots

SERMON: “Critical Intelligence, Critical Passion”

“Critical” – said this morning of intelligence and passion; “critical” - an adjective most complex when applied to Unitarian Universalism in the world today. For example:

* The word can refer to faultfinding or carping 

* Or can mean something that is risky or dangerous 

* Or might denote the ability to skillfully judge the merit of something  

All three ways can be used in understanding how we Unitarian Universalists utilize our intelligence and passion. In other words, we can use our innate capacities in negative and destructive ways or in positive and constructive ways.   

 Now sometimes, the Unitarian Universalist movement has been labeled as more cerebral than intuitive in its approach; we have been thought of as people who have more intelligence than passion (or at least revealed passion). 
 One of the reasons for this label is that historically for us the sermon – the spoken word – has substituted for the rite of Holy Communion or the other liturgical elements in various spiritual communities, including music, prayer, and silence (although some UU churches have some of these aspects in some ways).
 The emphasis on verbalizing our beliefs extends to our sometimes having a discussion about the sermon during the Sunday service (and we will attempt to do just that this morning). 
And, of course, we have forums, and lectures, and classes, and support groups and social activities and meetings. 

In truth, there has been a desire on the part of some throughout the UU family worldwide, for less talk and more liturgies in our services – but by and large our pulpits and pews are filled with very loquacious folk, who are willing to explore non-verbal alternatives (especially preachment) only so far. Talk still reigns supreme. Although I, for one, do not think that talking has to exclude being passionate!

One way in which we are passionate when we talk is that we do not always agree. But that makes sense because we are not a religion that has dogma or creed. We have bylaws, yes - and policies, as well as principles and purposes and resolutions. But all these are guidelines rather than immutable, pre-ordained, or inviolate realities for us.

Still it is what we talk about and how we talk about it that illustrates these three ways of viewing the nature of the “critical” within the light of our intelligence and passion. We can choose to be a faultfinder, a risk taker, or a skillful judge.

To be the skillful judge is the best option, don’t you think? To be a person who uses his or her reason and feeling in deciding what to believe and how to act upon a belief is a wonderful accomplishment. 

When one does this one really is a wise person, a sage. And it really does not matter what issue one deals with, because the world really is our oyster as Unitarian Universalists, meaning that we are free to explore all areas of the human experience that are not harmful or destructive to ourselves or others.

We have that right. We have, as I have said before, the right to be the “heretic” – a word with classical Greek origins, meaning “the right to choose.” 

Naturally, your choice might not be someone else’s. Well, welcome to the Unitarian Universalist fold. Did you expect all your assumptions about life to be exactly like another Unitarian Universalist? 

Now, even if your belief might be yours and no one else’s – joy occurs when others  accept your right to believe what you want to, and are not “critical” of you (in the sense of finding fault with you, and excluding you). Those who do that are not really following the core concepts of our movement as they have been established through the centuries. When freedom of speech is denied – either ostensibly or subtlety (and you are attempting to speak with both critical intelligence and critical passion), then those who are denying your chance, need to rethink what they are doing. 

And they need to do so with a loving attitude, the way the one who is being “criticized” should do. 

This brings us to one of those major concepts of our movement that needs repeated articulation – and it seems at this historic time in our nation’s life it requires such an analysis. The concept is called “Freedom of the Pulpit.”

Now what does this mean – both in relationship to the duties, obligations and privileges of being a Unitarian Universalist minister or professional religious leader, a leader in a UU congregation, and/or a member of a UU congregation?

Let’s explore this by asking a couple questions and trying to answer them. 
Does “Freedom of the Pulpit” really mean that anybody can say anything about anything? 

Let us consider three hot topics – in the sense of their being among the most controversial ones for just about anyone: God, sex, and politics.
To make a very long discussion as short as I can, let me simply say that the UU approach in our addressing these or any other issue of a provocative nature, is to present a balanced perspective, showing various ways of looking at the topic, which might mean encouraging viewpoints from people who do not agree with each other. This shows an open-minded attitude, one that is tolerant of those who differ from us to the extent of our encouraging them (and they, us) to critically express what each of us is thinking and feeling – “critically” here, meaning having a reasoned and impassioned presentation, not a mere diatribe. “Dialogue” is what we must always attempt in this free and liberal (meaning “liberating”) experience called “Freedom of the Pulpit.” 

One of the realities about discussing politics should be mentioned: we are not a political party, and because we are not (according to the Internal Revenue Service) we should not act as an endorsing agent for any political candidate. That is not to deny the church’s right and some (definitely not all) see it as an obligation that we inform the people in our congregations of the social issues of the day – again, encouraging a variety of viewpoints, not a “party line.” 

I love the meditation reading I used this morning, when, after Max Coots, former minister of the UU Church in Canton, NY expressed his tolerance for other religious practices, can affirm his UU right by saying:
But while it’s all the same to me,
I’ll reserve the right to disagree.
There is joy in Max’s statement. And, I suggest, a curiosity about others’ viewpoints on religion, indeed a willingness to learn about them – to the extent of seeing commonalities between what Max believes and feels, and what others do.

Truly, it is the attitude of how one approaches this diverse world we live in that can bring us understanding, peace, and joy or ignorance, war, and unhappiness within ourselves and in the lives of others.
A second question about “Freedom of the Pulpit”: Aren’t all these various opinions being expressed on a variety of topics, causing more confusion than clarity? How can an individual or a congregation ever come to a conclusion about anything and how, therefore, can an action be undertaken to express an opinion? In other words, is there ever anything Unitarian Universalists can agree upon?

To answer that would depend upon the situation, of course. It really is “situational ethics.” Over the centuries, our congregations and our ministers have not always agreed – either with each other or with our church authorities in Boston or elsewhere. This would be true in kinds of matters – social and political ones (including slavery, war, and civil liberties) and theology (god, no-god, maybe-god factions, etc. etc.). 
Again, it is the attitude of how one approaches this intricacy of being a UU that allows one to live long and prosper in the movement or rush out the revolving doors of a “Free Faith.” 
Many of us more seasoned UUs take it for granted that some will agree with us, others will not, but that we will gain clarity through the process of discovering what we believe and how to act upon it.
There is a civil nature to this UU methodology when it comes to an expression of our diversity. Most of us stay the course, knowing that if we pick up our toys (our particular set of beliefs) thereby letting our passion be “critical” (meaning risky, dangerous, carping, faultfinding rather than a process of skillfully judging a situation), we are the loser in the long run. For where else might we go to find such a basically tolerant group? 
Consider this story about the American artist, James Whistler and what he learned about tolerating critics in order to accomplish what he had to accomplish:
Whistler was asked to paint a nude portrait of Cleo de Merode, a French actress. Her mother came along to the sitting to act as a chaperone. Mll de Merode draped herself on the couch, wearing nothing but a scarf around her head. But Whistler did not like the effect, so he stepped forward to readjust the scarf and covered her ears in the process. Her mother instantly rose to her feet. “Oh, no, no no, monsier!” she cried. “My daughter’s ears are for her husband.”

Ever get that feeling in a UU church? I mean, no matter what you might think or do, someone is not going to agree with you – even if you are attempting to do the right thing?

The joy should be, that we each have the right to LOVINGLY express our differences, without censure, without rancor. 

And a third question about what “Freedom of the Pulpit” means. Rephrasing the first question about whether or not “anybody can say anything about anything” – does this then mean, that social concern issues that impinge upon the political decision making process – are also viable topics for churches to discuss – in the actual pulpit or through other church means?

Now, this is a specifically hot issue these days – both in this church and in other churches, UU or otherwise. What constitutes “separation of church and state”? Again, I have talked about the need for us not to endorse a particular political candidate or to defame another one. But I do believe that a congregation and the minister it calls can understand the “Freedom of the Pulpit” to mean that a variety of topics can be discussed in a civil, non-threatening, non-discriminatory, reasoned, passionate AND compassionate way. I do believe that there has been historical precedent in our UU pulpits and in other denominational pulpits in our country, where the issues of the day are preached as ethical issues that have their basis for existence within the culture, traditions, beliefs and practices of the various religious segments that make up the fabric of our nation.

 The social issues calling out for an ethical, moral analysis and a call for action from the pulpit and from church committees are vast and varied, but they certainly do not exclude the multiple issues of the human experience: one’s turning inward in prayer and meditation for peace and solace; one’s exploration of the various traditions of a multi-dimensional spiritual pathway.

You see, the “Freedom of the Pulpit” for Unitarian Universalists has meant a variety of things, but for many of us, it has stood for and I hope will continue to stand for a place where we can critically use our intelligence and our passion to bring peace, joy, love, equality, understanding, and freedom to people everywhere. 

Of course, not everyone here will agree with me, but then I hope that is true or I could not believe I really am preaching in a UU church.

Just consider these words by Albert Hubbard concerning the usefulness of the “critical approach”:

To escape criticism – do nothing, say nothing, be nothing.
My friends, I doubt that many here have escaped such criticism!

 So, what do you think about these things? 

Let us receive our morning offering, after which, please feel free to say what is on your mind about today’s sermon topic.

CLOSING READING: “For Those Who Have Learned to Live at the End of the Road”

For those who have learned to live at the end of the road, there is a vision always accomplishing itself, a vision of human perfection rising out of history and of history rising toward that goal. Faith is the assumption that the universe makes this rise possible, hope is the expectation that we can rise thither by our own powers, and love is the knowledge that we must make the ascent together.
Barrows Dunham

