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I want to begin by thanking Susan Davis for her reflection and for her leadership of our congregation’s ethical humanist group.  I also want to take this opportunity to tell Susan again how moved I am by the depth of her humanist values, by the dedication and commitment with which she lives those values, and by the open-minded and open-hearted way in which she accepts and honors those with different perspectives than her own.  In my years as a Unitarian Universalist layperson and then minister, I have rarely encountered someone more willing to reach and work across differences of faith and belief than Susan Davis. From her work on the Akron Area Interfaith Council to all the many programs and projects she leads with friends and allies from other faith traditions and communities, Susan truly embodies Religious Humanism and Unitarian Universalism’s commitment to honoring human dignity and to working for a world of justice and peace today, in the here and now.


As I listened to Susan recount her own journey, I was reminded of how closely connected the core values of Religious Humanism are with Unitarian Universalism. Both place the dignity and worth of every person at the center of their world view and their social concern. Both equate religion and being religious with ethics – meaning how one lives in the world, rather than with theology – which concerns what one believes about God or an after-life. And because Unitarian Universalism and Religious Humanism take an ethical rather than a theological approach to religion, they challenge each and every one of us to take responsibility for life in the here and now by building a world of freedom and justice and peace for all people. If I could sum up the similarities between Unitarian Universalism and Religious Humanism in a sentence, I would simply say that both are ethically focused, human-centered, and this-worldly.


Religious Humanism emerged as an organized movement during the first quarter of the twentieth century and was inspired by revolutionary changes in the way humankind sees itself and the universe. Modern science, especially biology and physics, began to offer explanations for the origins of the universe and of life that did not include a transcendent God or Creator. The universe is self-existing and life on earth, including humankind, emerged and evolved through natural processes rather than through the actions of a Supreme Being residing above or beyond history.


Needless to say, the conclusion that one can understand the universe and life without God had profound implications for religious life and religious institutions. While many considered (and still consider) a non-theistic orientation to be completely inconsistent with religion, religious humanism sought to place a human rather than God-centered orientation at the heart of religious life. Rather than seeing religion as being primarily concerned with belief in a Supreme Being or salvation in the next life, religious humanism sought as its goal the complete development of human personality and the full flourishing of human existence and possibilities. And Religious Humanism sought these goals today, in this life and in this world. 


Religious Humanism’s highly unorthodox and I would even say radical approach to religion was most famously articulated in the Humanist Manifesto, which was published in 1933 and signed by 34 leaders from religious, artistic, and intellectual life. And it is important to note that half of the signers of the Manifesto were Unitarians, including 13 Unitarian ministers. The Manifesto was also signed by one Universalist minister as well. (If you have never read the manifesto, I encourage you to take a look at it online).


As I said a few minutes ago, Religious Humanism shares much in common with Unitarian Universalism and I think it is safe to say that it has had a profound, lasting, and mostly positive impact on our faith tradition. Prior to the emergence of religious humanism, both Unitarianism and Universalism were liberal, theistically orientated traditions residing inside North American Protestantism. While both traditions were curious about other world religions and open to the findings of modern science, each remained embedded within a clear Christian framework. But with the coming of Religious Humanism, both Unitarianism and Universalism were, for the first time, truly opened up to the beauty of theological pluralism and diverse ideas about ultimate reality. And that pluralism and theological diversity has led to the blossoming of new ideas, new sources of truth, new rituals, and new practices that continue to enrich and deepen our lives.


I said a moment ago that religious humanism has had a mostly positive impact on our faith tradition and I want to take a moment to explain why I said “mostly positive” and to explore where I think religious humanism went astray both within and beyond Unitarian Universalism. You see, although religious humanism places humanity and humankind at its center and challenges us to work for a more just and peaceful world, it has, in my view, spent far too much of its time caught up in a struggle against belief in God and all things spiritual. In our own Unitarian Universalist tradition, this struggle first manifested itself in the so called humanist-theist debate. Later, humanism’s growing acceptance and influence led many Unitarian Universalist congregations to waste precious time and energy on endless disputes about religious language (like whether we can use words like God or spiritual in our religious life) rather than devoting ourselves to truly taking up Humanism’s far more important and profound challenge of building a world in which all of humankind can flourish and thrive. Sadly, having helped Unitarian Universalism become more pluralist, more tolerant, and more open, the influence of humanism led us, for a time, down a path of away from pluralism, tolerance, and openness.  


Thankfully and hopefully, I believe both religious humanism and Unitarian Universalism have outgrown this intolerant, anti-spiritual phase and are moving into an era of genuine pluralism, openness, and courageous dedication to the values at the heart of both. Leading religious humanists like the former President of the Unitarian Universalist Association Bill Schulz, and retired UU minister William Murry (who have both written excellent books on religious humanism) are articulating a vision of religious humanism that recognizes the importance of spiritual growth, of religious experience, and yes, even mysticism. We are also blessed by leaders like our current UUA president Peter Morales who are challenging Unitarian Universalists to move beyond and to leave behind tired arguments about religious language so that we can focus on what truly matters most to us as people of faith – love, community, spiritual growth, and compassion and justice for all. And finally, we are blessed to have leaders in our congregations like Susan Davis who honors those with different beliefs than her own and who extends a hand of sisterhood to people of all faiths.  That spirit and those values are the essence of both Unitarian Universalism and religious humanism, and it is our work and our calling to live those values as we join together to build a world in which all people are free and empowered to live fully into their own humanity and to flourish in the midst of the beauty and blessing of life.

REMARKS BY SUSAN DAVIS:

How could a teenager contemplating College, be very agnostic, and yet, consider a future as a Presbyterian Minister?  I was that kid, 63 years ago, standing in front of the presbytery answering their questions.

Do you feel you have a divine calling?....No!


Did you pray on this?....No, I don’t believe in prayer!

Those two answers, and others, caused me to be surprised when the panel of elders recommended that I be authorized to attend the divinity school at Princeton, following my undergraduate degree.

I knew full well that my desire to be a minister was driven by my strong beliefs in social justice, but during my undergraduate studies, I soon realized that I had no interest in the academic study of the world’s theology.  In fact, I realized I didn’t even consider the Christian Bible to be an expression of my beliefs.  I soon changed my major to Economics and became a Unitarian.  I’ve never looked back.

You might ask, “why didn’t I just reorient my intentions and plan to be a Unitarian minister.”  I felt then, as I do today, that a cleric of any faith should have a proficient knowledge of the world’s historical theology.  Please note that I include Humanism in that prerequisite.  That is why I laud Greg Epstein, the Humanist Chaplain at the Harvard Divinity School, for his efforts to develop an academic degree program for Humanist Leaders.

The American Humanist Association now authorizes a cleric function designation, “Celebrant” -- I could satisfy their criteria, but I wouldn’t have the strength or the formal training such as Greg Epstein is working toward.

A few years ago, we formed a Humanist group within our church.  We established it as an Ethical Humanist Society.  We organized as a response to the many Humanists within our congregation -- actually, based on our congregation’s last survey and based on the UUA’s last survey, the largest faith expression within our UU Association is Humanism.  

Our group’s mission statement is, and I quote:
“The Ethical Humanist Society of Akron is a humanistic religion founded on ethical core values.  We place our common concern for human worth and dignity above religious dogma.  We offer instead a spiritual community based on compassion, responsibility, and reason.

Though our Ethical Humanist Society encourages the individual freedom of belief and conscience of each individual, our core value of ethical living is the foundation for the following ideas we hold in common:
• We affirm the worth, dignity, and uniqueness of every human being.

• We hold our relationships with our fellow humans above any belief in a supreme being.

• We work together to improve our world and the world of our children.

   • We help our children to develop their own code of ethics to 
   draw on when faced with difficult choices.”…unquote.
We are an open group and thus encourage your participation. We meet once a month, on the second Friday, and indulge ourselves in stimulating open discussions.

So I’ve talked around Humanism, but what is it?

Well, like Unitarian Universalism, it’s different things to each person.

I, like most Humanists, am a non-theist, I don’t believe in God, nor do I believe in mysticism.
So what do I believe in? With no expectation of a Heaven or Hell, I believe in living my one life to its fullest.  As a free thinker, I have the ability to guide my life.

I believe that if there is no hereafter, then my future after death is the world, the people, the living things that remain after I die. The living are my future.

Wow!  What a responsibility that places upon me.  If my future is the world I leave behind, then I feel I should strive to leave this Earth a little better place than it was when I was born.

Let me restate my personal creed, if I die, having left the world a better place for my having been here, I will have lived a successful life.

It is with such a conviction, that I am at peace in my later years.  I do not fear death,I am at peace with my life.

So, if I am a non-theist – an atheist, though I don’t like the term, then why do I participate actively in the interfaith community? -- Treasurer of the Akron Area Interfaith Council, chair of our AAIC annual hunger walk, a member of the Temple Israel’s Mitzvah Day Committee, and no stranger to our area’s Baha’I, Catholic, Muslim, Hindu, Protestant, and Jewish communities?

My answer is simple, I’m also a pragmatist.  I recognize that this world is made up of many religions, many political and social expressions.  I can better contribute to the social concerns of my world by reaching out with understanding and respect for all of the diverse faith and socio orientations.  

My beliefs are right for me, but I don’t consider people of other faiths to not have a valid right to their beliefs.  I respect them for their beliefs and only fault a belief expression, if it does not respect the rights of all others.  I thus totally support freedom of religion, including nonbelievers.

I abhor proselytizing by any faith, including by Humanists.

There are many wonderful nonprofit support agencies in our community.  Most conduct their support in an interfaith manner.  They accept our socio diversity and thus are more affective in serving the needs of all within our community.

Two weeks ago, as I left an open house at a new United Disability Services Resident Home, I looked up at the window of one of the residents I had just met.  There in his window was a Cross...would I have questioned this mentally challenged person’s beliefs?  Instead, I thought of how proudly he showed me his art work, how proud he was of his room, how great is the gift UDS provides for its clients and our community, doing so within an interfaith commitment.

Who am I?  I’m a free thinking woman, a member of our Unitarian Universalist congregation, because it’s the only faith expression I can support, but above all else, I am a living member of our world, a member who respects the independent web of all existence of which I am a part.

Blessed be the open minded people.
