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I am a heretic. Are you too a heretic? Do you even know what it means to be a heretic? Over the years I had developed the understanding that being a heretic meant that you, as an individual refuted a prescribed set of beliefs, usually the beliefs of an established religious tradition. I believed that according to that description of what constituted a heretic many Unitarians and Universalists throughout history had been persecuted for their refusal to endorse or subscribe to institutional beliefs. There is truth in that statement. Many Unitarians and Universalists throughout the ages have been persecuted for their refusal to endorse or subscribe to traditional institutional beliefs; but that is not what made them into heretics. 

The understanding of the word heretic is often limited if not actually incorrect. Although to be a dissenter and disagree with the established beliefs, doctrine or dogma of a specific religious tradition, especially that of the Roman Catholic Church is in fact one definition of being a heretic. The first definition ascribed to the word heretic in most dictionaries is to choose, or able to choose. Unitarian Universalists have a lot of choices, we are able to choose, and in particularly we choose our beliefs. Because we choose our beliefs for ourselves we are heretics. I am a heretic. Are you too a heretic?
In his book The Prophethood of All Believers James Luther Adams writes “In general, the word heresy took its meaning from the Greek word meaning “to choose.” The heretical groups were considered blasphemous, for in face of established authority they presumed to demand the right to choose; hence, they were viewed as subversive of the stability of society.”

That is us, Unitarian Universalists. We Unitarian Universalists are subversive of the stability of society. Our principles and purposes form the basis of documentable heresy. After all, we believe in the inherent worth and dignity of all people, what could be more heretical than that! According to traditional church teachings, which one must reject to be deemed a heretic, if you are not a believer in the prescribed teachings of the church you are a sinner and we do not believe that. Mind you these are ancient definitions…and in most places even the Roman Catholic Church today is more liberal and more forgiving than it once was…but then so is liberal religion and Unitarian Universalism…more liberal and forgiving than it once was, that is part of our being a living faith. 

Heresy, our right to choose, is the core of what I am preaching about this morning. Are you too a heretic? Do you choose what matters to you? Do you base your beliefs and your actions on what matters to you? Then you too are a heretic. My colleague Aaron Payson, has on occasion asked the question if you were being tried for heresy would there be enough evidence to convict you? I suppose as a minister all they would have to do is look at a collection of my sermons and there they would have all the evidence of my beliefs they needed, but most people don’t have a body of written work attesting to their beliefs, so what would they use to convict you? Would it be your canceled checks with donations to different good causes, or where you traveled on vacation that gives them the evidence they need to convict you of your heretical way of thinking. Or would it be your actions?

In an essay by Rebecca Parker titled “Spiritual Practice for our Time” she speaks of taking a Sabbath day and tithing. I think of these as so traditional, perhaps you might even call then such ancient practices, as to be out of the question for the way most people live their contemporary lives. However as I read Parker’s essay I started to think these were exactly the two practices that would bring health back to the individual, the family and to the church. 

If you were not raised in a traditional Christian home these two notions are pretty abstract for you, so let me use Parker’s own words to explain what she means. To take a Sabbath and to tithe “To Keep the Sabbath” Parker says “once every seven days, to step outside the dominating culture and enter another space. On a regular basis, stop participating in life as it is defined for us. Choose one day out of seven to not go shopping. To not do any work. To not bring any work home. Instead,” Parker says “give yourself and your family the space to feel what it is hard to feel when you spend all your time, as the poet says, ‘getting and spending and laying waste to your powers.’ Give yourself time to notice. Walk in the woods and see how the leaves of the willows are coming out, the azaleas are budding, there is a sweetness in the air and the tulips are bending in the wind.” Parker continues “Give yourself time to sit at the table with friends, to welcome the friendliness into your home, to talk with one another. Give yourself time to read, think, and reflect. Gather with a religious community to pray and give thanks. Open your self to the wisdom of religious tradition, rituals of reconciliation and hope, liturgies of joy, acts of remembrance and sorrow. Stop the madness and rest. …”

This choice this radical notion of Sabbath can play out in many different ways depending on the choices each of us makes for ourselves and for our families. In an argument with one of my children a few months ago, you know the typical argument about stuff that he wanted and that I thought was too expensive or not necessary or both expensive and unnecessary, I made a statement about choice which was the embodiment of my feelings on this subject. I said that we could choose to work other kinds of jobs or have more jobs and then our children could have as much stuff as other kids had, but that instead we chose to have time to eat meals together and play games together, and in truth I do believe those are the most important and living embodiments of the faith we have in our family. 
We believe that our world is too stuff oriented, and what matters most to us are relationships between one individual and another, between parents and children, between husbands and wives, friends and neighbors colleagues and coworkers. The sacred Sabbath of interaction time spent honoring and being with one another human to human. Time for the goodness of life to be taken in and absorbed, food enjoyed, and hands held kisses lingered over; those are the sacred choices I make.
And when I think about that, the sacredness of human interactions is what colors my every thought, action and choice. I believe if all political and social arguments were framed in terms of the lives they would impact the peace they would remove from the life of another we might make different choices. Does this make me a heretic, perhaps in American culture it does? Are you too a heretic?
The second concept put forward by Parker is that of tithing, tithing is the biblical notion that you give ten percent of what you have to the church. Being the minister to a congregation in which tithing has become the norm is probably every liberal minister’s fantasy…but we have little tradition of such action, right action. Right action is about doing things which may not come easily, but which in time provide a sense of well-being, a sense of rightness for self and soul as well as for that which is greater than our own being. Right action is about reaching into your deepest places to do things which may require some type of change or sacrifice through which your life becomes richer deeper and more whole, as well as being more honorable. One such right action she suggests is tithing.

One mans journey of tithing is described by Parker in these words, “I first began to tithe because I was taught to obey the teachings of my church, and tithing was one of them. I tithed because I saw obedience as the heart of faithfulness. When I began to understand that obedience was not all that important and could be evil, I continued to tithe because a different reason had come to me. The people I loved most and admired tithed: my parents and leaders in the church. Their lives challenged me by their goodness. I wanted to be like them so I tithed to model my life on theirs.” Those are both adequate reasons for developing such behavior. They are not however the kind of reasons that would provide the strength of conviction or evidence that would lead to a finding of guilt in a heresy trial. Even more important in this context is that they are not the kinds of reasons that could turn an action into a right action. 
The third reason however more depth, more meaning has and is one that clearly was grown into. The third reason this man offers for tithing is: “…I matured in my faith: I came to my own reason for tithing. …I tithe because it tells the truth about who I am. If I did not tithe, it would say I was a person, who had nothing to give, or I was a person who received nothing from life, or I was a person who did not matter to the larger society, or I was a person whose life’s meaning was solely in providing for my own needs. But in fact who I am is the opposite of all those things. I am a person who has something to give. I am a person who has received abundantly from life. I am a person whose presence matters in the world. I am a person whose life has meaning because I am connected to and care about many things larger than myself alone. If I did not tithe, I would lose track of these truths about who I am. By tithing I remember who I am.”

I had never thought about my contributions in such a meaningful way, a return of all that I have received.  I have received so much from the church, the Unitarian Universalist faith. I am one of those rare creatures, a life long Unitarian Universalist. In my many years of connection and life intertwined with this faith I have received more to be grateful for than I could ever place words around. Through the church I have found friends, community and a vocation. I have found meaning and richness to life, faith and worship within the walls of Unitarian Universalist churches, and around campfires at our UU camps and conference centers. 

I know that I am blessed to have the life I have, a life of abundance, and love, so I give to the church not just with my money but with my other resources as well.  The youth group apparently has been discussing a statement made by a young woman who had grown up in this church who said she was not going to come back here because this place was more like a club or community center than a church.  I don’t think she is alone in thinking that though, I think it is a common mistake people make, and they make it because they don’t really commit themselves to Unitarian Universalism the way they might to a religious tradition that tells them something bad will happen to them if they don’t attend. I say this is a faith community it is a religious institution one where worship is routinely held and spiritual issues are discussed, and individuals and the minister wrestle with the weighty issues of living life in our times with a deeper sense of meaning and purpose. I attend church almost every week, and I bring my family. I make my children understand that church activities come first because our religion is important to us and colors the way we live our lives. I help my family to ask and answer questions about how our UU faith impacts the choices we make in political races, and in the grocery store. 

Being a Unitarian Universalist is not easy, no one offers you the answers or absolution, you have to wrestle with your own beliefs and make choices, you have to live with the consequences of your actions and make amend in your own way and time. These are the realities of a liberal religion, you are given choices, time and time again and how you respond to those choices is the embodiment of your faith. Are you putting other things before your faith life? Have you allowed yourself to make choices which may not put your faith and values into play in your life, the lives of your children and family? Do you show with your words and your deeds and your resources that the church matters to you, that it is a central part of how you live your life, can you explain why?

Do you get caught in a culture which tells you that something beyond the home, something beyond the human connections is most important in life? Is it sports, or grades, cars, or houses? Well here I am telling you that there is no one but you who can make those decisions, no one but you who can demonstrate for your friends and your children what it means to live your values, to put your faith in action. No one but you can make the decision to tithe, your time talent or resources, but no one but you will feel the consequences of those choices more dearly either. 
We do not give of our time or money because of what we will receive back, and yet when we give from that place of purity what we do receive back is greater than anything else we could ever purchase. We receive back a sense of awareness of ourselves as people with values for which we are willing to offer more than words, we offer our actions and our convictions as well as our dollars. And we demonstrate our faith in such a way that there can be no question, no lack of evidence of our beliefs. With such evidence we could be convicted of the heresy of our faith, a faith which inspires us to choose what really matters to us, as well as to choose how we will sustain and improve the faith of our choosing.

To tithe is to give ten percent of your income to the church, to up hold the Sabbath is to set aside time to be whole, when done together these two things not only enrich your life, but they mean that there is more for you and others. Take the time to seek Sabbath, plan for Sabbath, seek your wholeness and joy. Tithe if you can, it will help you work towards placing your faith into action. I give from my heart although I do not yet tithe I am working slowly towards it…putting my faith where my wallet has long been is a challenge that brings me a sense of peace. I also find it a struggle that makes me feel cleaner and clearer about my identity and my values. 

I encourage you to practice these or other types of right action, which would provide any one seeking to convict you of heresy the necessary evidence. Be a heretic make choices that matter. 

                                                                              ---------------------Amen
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