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Good morning. It is so very good to be with you today and to have this opportunity to reflect on key themes in the extraordinary life and ministry of Forrest Church.


Before delving into some of his key ideas, let me begin with a little biographical background. Forrest Church was a baby boomer and grew up in a famous political family. His father was Frank Church, an important and influential United States Senator from Idaho during the 1950s, 60s, and 70s. 


Although Forrest considered following his father into government and politics, he instead chose religion as his vocation. Forrest’s parents took a rather broad-minded approach to his spiritual upbringing. In fact, the most important religious moment in Forrest’s childhood occurred when his father gave him a small book called “The Life and Morals of Jesus of Nazareth” as edited by Thomas Jefferson. The so called Jefferson Bible paints a very human portrait of Jesus, leaving out the miracles and the resurrection story while focusing instead on Jesus’ ethics and moral teaching. Reading the Jefferson Bible taught Forrest that religion is as much about ethical living as it is about belief, and years later, Forrest himself edited a new edition of the Jefferson Bible.      


 Although initially intending to become a religious scholar, Forrest turned to Unitarian Universalist parish ministry when was called to be the minister of All Souls Unitarian Church in New York City in 1978. When Forrest came to All Souls, the once famous congregation had fallen on hard times and its large and magnificent sanctuary, which is capable of seating 1000 people, often had fewer than 100 worshiping on Sunday morning.


Needless to say, things quickly began to change after Forrest arrived. Under his leadership, growth at All Souls was, as one tribute to Forrest recently put it, “volcanic.” By the time Forrest retired in 2008 due to the illness that eventually took his life, All Souls had grown from a modest sized community to a flagship Unitarian Universalist congregation with over 1000 members.


To say that Forrest Church was a prolific thinker and writer is an understatement. His many sermons and over two dozen books cover a wide range of subjects – Unitarian Universalism, liberal theology and values, spiritual growth and development, the separation of church and state, and American history, to name just a few. I encourage you to take a look at some of his wonderful books and to visit his website – www.forrestchurch.com. You can watch Forrest preach some of his final sermons and read essays about his life and ministry.


This morning I’m going to focus my remarks on the religious and spiritual side of Forrest Church – on his own experience as a spiritual seeker, on his theology, and on the challenge his message and ministry poses to our own Unitarian Universalist faith tradition.


I think it’s safe to say that if there’s one thing that impacted Forrest Church’s spiritual life and ministry most – it would have to be his encounters with the reality and the inevitability of death. When Forrest was very young child, his father was diagnosed with terminal cancer and given only months to live. Frank Church underwent radical radiation therapy and, much to the surprise of his family and his doctors, the cancer went into remission and he recovered.


Although the fear associated with almost losing his father undoubtedly impacted him, it was his parents’ response to his father’s illness that taught Forrest invaluable lessons. He writes, “Ever since my father’s illness and recovery, my parents lived on borrowed time. Fully aware of life’s fragility, they were not afraid to risk and to give of themselves fully. Life for them was not a given, but a gift. But it was a gift with a price attached and that price is death.”


Forrest Church next encountered death as a college student, when his best friend died suddenly and very unexpectedly. Forrest writes that he could hardly function after his friend’s death and that life felt empty, raw, and without meaning. But as Forrest says, his friend’s death was also a moment of awakening – awakening to what one might call the core religious questions - questions about the meaning and purpose of existence that Forrest Church would strive to answer for the rest of his life.


It was those questions – questions arising out of his friend’s death - which led Forrest to his memorable definition of religion, which you heard earlier in one of our readings. “Religion is our human response to the dual reality of being alive and having to die.” Knowing that we must die compels us to ask religious questions – questions about life’s meaning, about who we are, why we’re here, and where we are going. We may not arrive at religious answers, but the reality of death leads all of us to religious questions.


And it is the inevitability of those religious questions that led Forrest to his most memorable and powerful metaphor – “The Cathedral of the World.” Each and every one of us lives in a vast cathedral – a cathedral of questions and answers, a cathedral of mystery and wonder, a cathedral of truth and meaning. While the interior of the cathedral is filled with beauty, Forrest focused his attention on the windows – the millions of windows through which human beings connect with the mystery of existence – a mystery that we can glimpse but never see or experience in its entirety.


The Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron is blessed with a sanctuary that beautifully evokes Forrest’s metaphor of the Cathedral of the World. Take a look at our magnificent stained glass window. Notice the different shapes and colors of the glass. A few days ago, I sat in different parts of the sanctuary and noticed how light from the outside changes in appearance depending on which part of the window I focused my attention on and where in the sanctuary I sat. It was always the same light but my understanding of it changed depending on how I viewed it and where I sat.


It is the metaphor of the Cathedral of the World that informs Forrest Church’s theology and his understanding of Unitarian Universalism. Our Unitarian heritage points to the existence of one light, one mystery, one interdependent web of existence of which we are a part. But that single light shines through countless windows, each of which reveals an important portion, but only a portion, of the light. Our Universalist heritage affirms the dignity and worth of those different windows, and urges us to open our minds and our hearts to the light and the truth each contains. One light shining through many windows. For Forrest Church, that is the essence of Unitarian Universalism.


The fact that human beings live their lives in the cathedral of the world, in a reality of one light and many windows, should lead us to approach our spiritual journeys with deep humility and respect for those who glimpse the light through different windows. But as Forrest points out, when it comes to religious questions, humankind often rejects humility in favor of fundamentalism – fundamentalism on the religious right and yes, fundamentalism on the religious left.


Fundamentalists on the right believe that theirs’ is the only window and that the tiny portion of the light they can see is the one and only truth, the one and only God. Such beliefs  also lead them to reject and sometimes even destroy the windows of others since their  single window and their tiny God are the answer to all religious questions.


Fundamentalists on the left understandably reject the absolute truth claims and tiny Gods of right wing fundamentalists. But in doing so, they often make themselves prisoners of those same tiny Gods. Their religious universe is defined by the tiny Gods of right wing fundamentalism, leading fundamentalists on the left to make their own absolute truth claim, namely that there is no light, that there are no windows, and that they have no need to explore the mystery or to try and get a glimpse of the light.


As Forrest Church reminds us, the cathedral of the world is not calling us to look through only one window, or through no windows at all, but instead to keep looking through and learning from different windows, to keep seeking truth and connecting with something greater than ourselves. It was in that spirit that Forrest often gave this advice to his congregation.

“If you believe in God, the best thing you can do for yourself is to suspend your belief for a while, because undoubtedly your God is too small and you must be willing to grow beyond that God. And if you don’t believe in God, your very disbelief is a stumbling block. Kick it away for a while and place your faith in something, something more ennobling than disbelief…. The moment we become too sure of our beliefs or our disbeliefs, we really ought to spill them out, tip them over, mess them around, and throw some new things in so as not to become a victim of our own prejudices…. The only way we can grow is by changing. If you can get to the point in your life where you are always learning from those who are radically different from you, get to that point in your life and there is no end to your openings and opportunities for growth.”


Forrest Church’s journey through the cathedral of the world led him to a belief in something greater than himself which he called God. He prayed to God and frequently used God language in his sermons and books. But his belief did not exclude the beliefs of others or destroy windows in the cathedral of the world. Right up to the end of his life, Forrest continued to search for truth from a place of humility, acceptance, and love.


And it is love that I want to leave you with this morning. You see, in his lifelong search for truth and meaning, through his encounters with both the blessings of life and the sadness of death, Forrest Church believed, above all else, in the reality and timelessness of love – a love that binds the human family together, a love that lives on long after our individual lives have ended.


Forrest Church concluded all of his sermons with these words – “Amen, I love you, and may God bless us all.” When asked why he ended his sermons this way, Forrest answered,

“When I say I love you from the pulpit, something connects – I get connected to the congregation and they get connected to each other. It’s almost like, for a moment at least, we are all part of each other – part of something larger than ourselves.”


It was that love, that connection to something greater than himself, that guided Forrest Church’s life and ministry. And so I end this morning’s sermon with his wonderful words. Amen, I love you, and may God bless us all.

