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Love is the doctrine of this church. Love is the spirit of this community. Love is at the heart of Unitarian Universalism.


  What exactly does it mean when we say “Love is the doctrine of this church,” or when we affirm that Unitarian Universalism is a religion rooted in love?


In thinking about these questions, it’s important to begin by recalling that our faith tradition is a product of the joining together of two similar but distinct religions – Unitarianism and Universalism. Our Unitarian forbearers taught us to value freedom – the freedom to search for one’s own authentic truth and meaning, the freedom to use reason and critical thought in that search, and the freedom to draw truth and wisdom from the beliefs and values of others. Above all else, Unitarianism teaches us that freedom is essential for living an authentic and meaningful spiritual life.


While our Unitarian heritage points us in the direction of freedom, Universalism is all about love. Emerging out of the strict Calvinism that dominated the first two centuries of American religious life, Universalists believed in a God of love, not punishment, a God who loves and cherishes all people, not just the saved or the elect. As one of the earliest Universalist professions of faith put it, “We believe in one God … (whose nature is) infinite, adorable, incomprehensible, and unchangeable love.” In the Universalist world view, love and compassion are at the heart of existence - a love that is universal, boundless, flowing through all creation, and embracing the whole human family.  


Having affirmed the existence of a God of love, Universalists turned their attention to us – to the human family. If a God of love is at the heart of existence and created us in the divine image, why do we so often behave in ways that are, quite frankly, unloving? The answer, according to Universalism, is that we are created but not controlled or determined, by a God of love. Human beings possess free will and can choose to stand on the side of love and compassion, or we can choose to follow a very different path - a path filled with hatred, fear, indifference, and oppression.


For Universalism, the choice is clear. The infinite and unchangeable love that is at the heart of existence is calling us to live and share that same love with one another. We are created in the spirit of love so that we can be love and live love. That’s why Universalism has always been a religion of good works and social activism. We are created to express and to share universal love -  a love that crosses borders and knows no distinctions between the saved and the unsaved, the worthy and the unworthy.


It’s that faith in boundless love and that commitment to sharing it with all people which led Universalists into the struggle to abolish slavery, to give women the right to vote, and to eliminate the scourge of war. After Universalism merged with Unitarianism in 1961, that same commitment to universal and boundless love led many in our faith tradition to march for civil rights and women’s rights, to protest against war, to help launch the environmental movement, and to welcome and celebrate the full participation of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender people not only in our faith communities, but throughout society and the world.  


There are few things that make me more proud to be a Unitarian Universalist than our commitment to full equality for the LGBT community, especially given the level of intolerance and discrimination that comes from so many other faith traditions and from society as a whole. As a white, heterosexual male, I cannot imagine what it’s like to be judged and condemned simply for being who I am. I can’t imagine how painful it must be to be told that your love and your loving are a sin, that you are less than whole, and that because of who you are, you are reviled and rejected by God.


I want to take a few moments to share a story with you – a wonderful story about the beauty of love and the obligation we have as Unitarian Universalists have to stand together on the side of love.


Shortly after I began my ministerial internship at a UU congregation in Massachusetts, I got the opportunity to officiate at my first wedding. The minister had already booked another wedding that same day and was unavailable, so this particular couple got “stuck” with the intern.


Now officiating at my first wedding was pretty exciting in and of itself. But there was something extra special and important about this particular wedding. You see, the wedding was to take place in the Fall of 2006, 8 months after the Supreme Judicial Court of Massachusetts legalized same-sex marriage. The couple I would be marrying were two men – Mike and Paul.


When I learned that my very first wedding would be a “gay wedding,” I wasn’t really sure what to expect or how I felt about it. I’d never been to a same-gender wedding or to a commitment ceremony. I wondered if these two men would want a “regular” wedding or would they insist on something different, unusual, or even strange. I must confess that the more I thought about this couple and their impending wedding ceremony, the more I became aware of my own presuppositions, my own biases, my own homophobia.


But as soon as I sat down and talked with Mike and Paul, I quickly realized that their relationship wasn’t strange or unusual. It was a relationship rooted in love and commitment, just like my own marriage. They had been together for eight years and had grown to love one another very, very much. And if there were any doubts about the depth of their love and commitment, those doubts quickly faded after I learned that while Mike was a life-long fan of the Boston Red Sox, Paul was a devoted follower of the dreaded New York Yankees. If that’s not a test of true love and real commitment, I don’t know what is!


On the day of the ceremony, I remember feeling very nervous. I worried about fumbling my words or getting someone’s name wrong. But as the ceremony got underway, my nervousness quickly faded because I soon realized that for all my worry over the details of the ceremony, something important and I would even say holy was taking place – something that deepened my own understanding of and commitment to Unitarian Universalism.


You see, as Mike and Paul shared their vows and I witnessed the depth of their love and devotion to one another, I came to understand something basic. In the midst of a moment which has been so roundly condemned as dangerous, sinful, and even evil, I just knew that God was in that place because love was in that place. These two men had waited so long, had waited through years of being told that their love and their loving are a sin. But in that moment, I could feel the presence of a holy light shining down on them and the presence of a voice saying, “This isn’t evil or dangerous, this is love, this is wondrous, this is divine.”


As I watched two men who were so deeply in love join their lives together in marriage, I remember thinking to myself, “Why is this so bad or so dangerous? I wanted to grab hold of those clergy colleagues who so smugly speak for God as they condemn homosexuality. I wanted to say to them, “Come into this place and experience what I’m experiencing. You are so wrong to judge and reject this couple’s love and commitment. God isn’t judging or condemning them because God is love and love is most definitely in this place. 


For the first time in my life, I think I truly came to understand what it means to be a Unitarian Universalist. We affirm many wonderful principles and values, but none is more important than love. Love is our ultimate value, love is our guide and our shining light, and love is our hope for ourselves, our communities, and for the world. More than anything else, we Unitarian Universalists journey together in the spirit of love and we stand boldly together on the side of love. That’s who we are and that’s what we are called to do.


As Sarah pointed out in her reflection, the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron has done some wonderful work in celebrating and welcoming LGBT persons into our church community, but there is so much more that we can do. I hope we can stand together on the side of love as we work to end all forms of discrimination against our LGBT brothers and sisters, and as we work together for the day, for the glorious day when I can stand on this chancel and join gay and lesbian couples in marriage as I was able to do in Massachusetts. That’s where we need to go as a congregation and as people of faith who stand together on the side of love.


Unitarian Universalism is truly a religion of love. We believe in the power of love to heal, to bring hope, and to build a world in which every person, every person is cherished and embraced. The love we believe in is like sunshine. It shines on everyone, everywhere. It crosses all boundaries, all differences, and all distinctions. It embraces the lesbian couple who have been told they are less than whole and unworthy of the same rights as their heterosexual brothers and sisters. It touches the earthquake victims in Haiti, who have experienced decades of poverty and injustice, and who now face the most desperate and difficult circumstances. The love we affirm is truly like sunshine, and may we stand together to let it shine brightly in this community and throughout the world.

Thank you for listening and blessed be.
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