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Sometimes you just never know where you’re going to get in a conversation about religion. A few years ago, I was at my local bank, opening a new account. As the branch manager typed my information into her computer, she asked me what I did for a living. When I told her I was studying to be a minister, she naturally asked me about my denomination. When I said “Unitarian Universalist,” her face showed a hint of recognition. Now that’s pretty unusual because most of the time, I get a blank look when I tell people I’m a UU. In any case, she said she had heard of us and that what she had heard sounded pretty interesting. 


Now I’m embarrassed to say that at this point in the conversation, I started to get a little nervous.  You see, I knew it wouldn’t be long before I would be asked the dreaded question – the question that so many Unitarian Universalists struggle to answer, especially when talking to someone new to our faith tradition – What do Unitarian Universalists believe?


I don’t know about you, but whenever I got this question, my mind always seemed to turn to Jell-o.  Not that I hadn’t tried to work out a prepared answer in the form of a so called elevator speech. But when the moment came, my elevator speech always seemed to add more confusion to the conversation. 


Now on this particular day, my elevator speech was of little help because when the moment came and the question was asked, I drew a total blank. The speech I had worked so hard to craft – a speech which mentioned things like freedom, the inherent worth and dignity of all people, and social justice – that speech simply escaped me. 


Now you wouldn’t think that forgetting an elevator speech would be a big deal for a future minister. After all, I spent much of my time studying our faith tradition. Surely I could just wing it and explain in simple terms what my faith tradition was all about.


Well, let me simply say that I am so fortunate that none of my seminary professors or members of the Ministerial Fellowship Committee were at the bank because had they been, I’d probably be taking a remedial class in Unitarian Universalism rather than standing in this pulpit. You see, I gave what has to be the worst elevator speech and most muddled definition of our faith tradition imaginable.  This is what I said.


“Unitarian Universalism is a liberal religion. I don’t mean liberal politics although many of us are, including myself, are more liberal than conservative. And we do take an active role in some issues that you might call liberal. But it’s our religion I’m talking about … our religion is liberal as well.” 


Ok, I’m going to stop right here because by this time, the look on the bank manager’s face was a combination of utter confusion and amused sympathy for a future minister who was so incredibly mixed up about his own religion!


Now I don’t know if you have stories or experiences similar to mine.  I imagine some of you have been asked to explain what we believe and perhaps you’ve also struggled to find the right words or sentences that adequately sum up our faith tradition.


What is it about Unitarian Universalism that makes it so hard to explain or define, especially to those who know little or nothing about us? Why is it so difficult simply to say, “Unitarian Univeralists believe in this or that, rather than stumbling, as I did that day in the bank, over confusing and loaded words like liberal?


Now the simple answer is that we Unitarian Universalists struggle to define our beliefs because we don’t have a core statement of faith - a creed that we can recite when asked the question. And, of course, we don’t have a creed that one must affirm in order to be a UU or to become a member of a congregation like this one.


But to say we don’t have a creed really doesn’t get at the reason we struggle when asked the belief question, for the answer lies not in the fact that we lack a creed, but in the reason we choose not to have one. You see, Unitarian Universalism rejects creeds and dogma not because we are confused or indecisive, but rather because of how we understand the nature of truth and ultimate reality. While many religions have arrived at final answers to what one might call the core religious questions (Is there a God?, What is the meaning and purpose of existence?, and so on), we Unitarian Universalists believe that ultimate reality is a mystery – a mystery that cannot be fully captured or encompassed in a single creed, a single sacred text, or in a single faith tradition. 


Now it’s very important to note that mystery and uncertainty are not arguments for or against the existence of God, or some other kind of ultimate truth or truths. There may very well be a supreme being or beings, or perhaps the beauty and majesty of life itself is at heart of existence. But the point is that our answers to the great religious questions are never final, that our understanding is always changing, and that truth and meaning are always unfolding – unfolding in our individual lives and spiritual journeys, unfolding in the beauty and wonder of nature and science, and unfolding in the world’s many faith traditions, sacred texts, and religious communities.


Because truth is never final and is always unfolding, our religion and our theology affirm openness and pluralism rather than certainty and dogma. That’s why Unitarian Universalism embraces diverse sources of truth and meaning – that wonderful library Rich spoke about earlier. Truth and meaning are everywhere and in everyone, and we Unitarian Universalists are striving, above all else, to always be listening, learning, growing, and finding ways to lead lives of meaning and purpose. As the late UU minister Forrest Church put it, “religion has little to do with a particular body of beliefs or practices; it represents instead a gradual process of awakening to the depths and possibilities of life.” That’s one of the best definitions I’ve encountered of what Unitarian Universalism is about – awakening to the depths and possibilities of life.


So our struggles to articulate the essence of Unitarian Universalism are not a sign of confusion or indecision. Rather, they are a result of a very different (I might even say radically different) way of understanding truth, of understanding reality, and of understanding the nature and purpose of religion. 


So what does all that mean for our elevator speeches and for those moments when we get asked “the belief question?” Should we simply give up trying to define and explain our faith or should we keep striving to understand and articulate the essence of Unitarian Universalism? 


The answer, friends, is that we cannot stop seeking to understand and define ourselves, our community, or our faith tradition. The search for who we are as individuals and as a faith tradition is at the heart of what it means to be a Unitarian Universalist.  You see, as the title of our hymnal points out, Unitarian Universalism is a living tradition – a tradition that finds truth and meaning in the words, the wisdom, and the deeds of the past and the present. In many ways, our faith tradition is an ongoing dialogue between the past and present that is always, always pointing to the future. And because we find truth in everything and in everyone, each and every one of us is a key player in the conversation. Our journeys, our experiences, our questions and our answers contain important elements of truth. Unitarian Universalism doesn’t live in one book or in one belief. It lives in all of you, it lives in this community, it lives among all who seek truth and meaning for themselves and for the world. You are the embodiments of the living tradition that is Unitarian Universalism.


And that’s why I’m offering a course called “Articulating Our UU Faith” beginning on Tuesday, January 19th at 7PM. The course seeks to help Unitarian Universalists reflect on our living tradition so that we can take part in the ongoing dialogue about who we are and what we value most. We will share our own spiritual journeys, reflect on UU history and theology as well as our seven principles, and work together to better understand and articulate the essence of our faith tradition.   Sign up sheets will be available at a table in Fellowship Hall after the service so please stop by and sign up if you are interested in taking the class.


But even if you aren’t able to take the class, I’d like to invite each of you to stop by the same table and share your latest elevator speech or the one or two sentences you would use to describe Unitarian Universalism to a friend. There will be index cards and pencils on the table for you to write down your speech.  If you’re willing, I ask that you leave them in a basket on the table so that they can become part of our shared learning during the course. 


Unitarian Universalism is truly a living tradition.  Our faith is alive, always changing and growing, and always in the midst of a marvelous journey – a journey taking it in new and wondrous directions. As you make your individual journeys of the spirit, always remember that you are part of that living tradition and part of that shared journey. Your stories, your values, and your elevator speeches about Unitarian Universalism matter. So keep reflecting on our faith tradition and keep working on those elevator speeches. Share them with your friends who are new to Unitarian Universalism and with those of us who are already here. For together, we can help define a religious tradition that has already enriched so many lives and that has the potential to change the world.
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