The Method is the Message

Rev. Tim Temerson

UU Church of Akron

September 20, 2009

What a beautiful ceremony of dedication that was earlier this morning. I could just feel the energy and hopefulness in the room.  And those wonderful words about stirring up the mind rather than stamping it.  What a great concept!  I don’t know what your experience of religious education was like as a child but mine involved a lot more stamping than stirring up. I must say that the reading Rich Roberts did contains a portion of what is perhaps the most famous definition of Unitarian Universalist religious education. “The great end of religious instruction,” says the famous nineteenth century Unitarian minister William Ellery Channing, “is not to stamp the minds of the young, but instead to stir them up.”  What an extraordinary statement about religious education that is.  Our goal in teaching our children and youth is not to impose or imprint our beliefs or a single doctrine on them, but instead to encourage them to think, to discover, to explore, and to find truth. 


Now I must admit that every time I read or hear these beautiful and inspiring words, I wonder if the eminent Dr. Channing was ever able to step down from his very prestigious pulpit and actually experience the stirred up minds of our Unitarian Universalist children and youth.  I’ve had that privilege as both a layperson and a minister, and I have to tell you that witnessing the excitement, the curiosity, and the wonder of those young minds and young hearts was truly, truly amazing.


One of the most memorable and unexpected of my experiences took place a few years ago while I was doing my ministerial internship.  For six weeks, I helped teach a class on the Bible to 3 and 4th graders. On one particular Sunday morning we were talking about Jesus’ early life and ministry.  We told the kids the story of Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan River by John the Baptist.  The kids were especially interested in the actual moment Jesus was submerged in the water, when the bible says that the spirit descended from the sky like a dove and a voice said “You are my son, the Beloved.”  


Now after finishing the story of Jesus’ baptism, the lesson plan called for the class to move on to the next story, in this case the story of Jesus spending forty days in the wilderness.  But that morning the kids had other ideas.  They were fascinated with Jesus’ baptism, and especially with the idea of being submerged in a river.  They peppered the teachers with questions like, “What does it feel like to get dunked in a river? and “After you get dunked, are you different or do you feel different?” and finally, “What about that dove and that voice from the sky – did that really happen and is that what happens when somebody gets baptized?”  Pretty soon the questions got so numerous, so energetic, and so wonderful that we just had to put the lesson plan away and do something we certainly hadn’t planned on – creating an imaginary Jordan River and reenacting Jesus’ baptism right there in the classroom!


Needless to say, the Jordan River didn’t exactly run through the middle of our classroom but we made do.  And of course, the other teachers and I explained that this wasn’t a real baptism, that we were just pretending, and that we wouldn’t even be using real water.  But that was just fine with the kids.  They just wanted to get a feel for what Jesus’ experience might have been like. So one by one they came forward, waded into our imaginary river, tilted back, and got submerged in the water by our John the Baptist, who, I might add, was played with great theatrical depth and dramatic feeling by your minister!  And as a quick aside, I can’t tell you how good “Played John the Baptist” looks on my resume!  


Friends, I wish you could have heard the conversation that followed our little reenactment.  The kids were so excited to talk about their experience – what it was like to get dunked and to be baptized, and what that dove and voice that Jesus heard and saw might have been. Some thought the dove and the voice were all in Jesus’ imagination while others considered the possibility that one or both could have been real.  


Now as wonderful as the content of our conversation was, what was even more extraordinary was the way the kids talked and listened to one another. Even though there were many different ideas and opinions in the room, along with a great deal of energy and excitement, when one child or teacher spoke, you could almost have heard a pin drop. By the end of the class, we hadn’t reached any firm conclusions but we had shared an amazing experience – an experience that I hope stayed with many of the kids and that I know stayed with this minister.


So what exactly happened in that classroom?  I have to confess that after reading the lesson plan prior to the class, I had my doubts that the kids would be very interested. But something extraordinary happened that morning, and I’ve come to the conclusion that what I had the privilege of witnessing and experiencing was the amazing power of Unitarian Universalism to stir the mind, to spark the imagination, and to build community and connection. Think about it.  Here was a group of young children and adults, listening to and learning from one another, asking questions, sharing stories, following their imaginations, and just having fun. Of course, we didn’t exactly know where our conversation was going, and it didn’t end with any sweeping conclusion, belief, or certainty.  And you know what - that didn’t really seem to matter because what we had shared that morning was a journey – a journey grounded in the recognition that even though we might have different ideas and that we might not arrive at the same conclusion, or at any conclusion at all, we learned that in spite of all those different questions and different answers, people of all ages can work together as one community - guided by a spirit of curiosity, openness, mutual respect, and love.


What is it about our approach to religious education- about our approach to stirring up the mind and igniting the imagination – that makes it possible to turn a distant and hard to understand story from the bible into such an amazing and fun religious experience?


I think the answer can be found in what I like to think of as our Unitarian Universalist theology of religious education.  Now theology is one of those words that can cause a great deal of confusion, so let me offer you a brief definition.  To my mind, theology is simply how one understands the nature of existence or ultimate reality. A theology might include a belief in God or some other supernatural being or beings, but it doesn’t have to. One can also find ultimate meaning and purpose in humankind, in the laws of nature and the beauty of the earth, or in an almost infinite number of places and sources.


Now, it might seem strange to suggest that Unitarian Universalism is grounded in a core theological perspective.  After all, diversity and pluralism are hallmarks of our faith tradition. But underneath our theological diversity there is, in my view, a key assumption and a common way of approaching ultimate reality.  You see, while we Unitarian Universalists find meaning and purpose in many different places and sources, we are united in the belief that at the heart of existence is not one final, absolute truth, but rather a beautiful and always unfolding mystery – a mystery that challenges and inspires us to seek, to question, to explore, and to come together in a community of love and acceptance.  


And it’s our willingness to accept and embrace that mystery which leads to the kind of openness and creativity that I experienced that day in Sunday school.  Rather than attempting to resolve the mystery, simplify it, or pretend it doesn’t exist, Unitarian Universalism embraces the mystery and encourages us to celebrate and to dance with it.  If I had to sum up our approach to not only religious education, but to religious life in general, I would simply say that we Unitarian Universalists move and dance and celebrate together, creating meaning and finding love in the midst of the mystery and the majesty of life.


And that’s why I’m so taken with the phrase I chose for the title of this sermon – the method is the message.  It was coined by a wonderful minister named Angus McLean, who was one of the foremost Unitarian Universalist religious educators of the 20th century.  And what I think MacLean meant by that phrase is simply that our religious method – openness, freedom, questioning, imagination, and community – that method is connected to and derived from our understanding of reality as a marvelous mystery – a mystery that we cannot fully comprehend but that always seems to be pointing us in the direction of love, compassion, hope, and peace.   


My friends, in the midst of the wondrous and awe-inspiring mysteries of life, we Unitarian Universalists don’t stand still. Rather, we move, we dance, and we journey together - seeking meaning, finding hope, and celebrating the blessing of being alive, of having each another, and of finding ourselves at home in a universe filled with beauty, mystery, and love. That’s what we Unitarian Universalists do and that’s what we believe. So keep dancing my friends, always, always keep dancing!     

