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Today is a bring a friend service; it is the rare occasion when we invite our friends to church. Yet consistently statistical information tells us that most people who join a church first attended because a friend invited them. That same statistical data shows us that we invite a friend to church once in every 27 years. Some people don’t invite their friends to church because they don’t know what their friends believe and are afraid of making them uncomfortable. Some people don’t invite a friend because they are afraid they would have to explain Unitarian Universalism. Some people don’t invite friends because they like to keep the different parts of their lives separated. Some people don’t invite friends because they make assumptions that their friends wouldn’t be interested.
The truth is that we can always find reasons not to invite our friends to church, but on the rare occasions when we do we get the great joy of sharing something that matters to us, and the even greater joy when and if the friend decides that ours is the right community of faith for them. The truth is if we don’t even offer our faith to others we are depriving them of something that could enrich them, how mean spirited of us! We are not intentionally a mean spirited bunch, in fact we try to be a warm and friendly people so every once in a while I name the service bring a friend Sunday so I can encourage us to be the warm and friendly folks I know we really are, and on these occasions I like to offer a bit of an explanation of our faith and why someone might choose it.

So the actual title of this morning’s sermon is just that: Why I am and continue to be a Unitarian Universalist. That title comes from an almost identical question that I ask myself almost daily. Why am I, and why do I continue to be a Unitarian Universalist? At times I am asking the question of myself and at other times I am asked the question by others. I have to say that there is no single answer that I can rattle off quickly to this question. I find as a person of faith and as a minister repeatedly answering this question is of tremendous importance. 

It is important to answer these questions repeatedly because as a human being I am alive and with that life comes constant growth and change. Our Unitarian Universalist faith is also alive, constantly changing and growing with new members and new information. It is important to understand that as a living faith Unitarian Universalism and its adherents are a diverse and constantly transitioning population with ever growing and deepening understandings of this religious institution, this faith and how it impacts them as individuals. This is, I believe, one of the reasons why our membership both local and denominational, has grown and decreased over the last century, but is currently seeing a faster rate of growth than any other mainline church.

When I personally answer the question why I am a Unitarian Universalist I can start with an easy almost flippant answer that few people share with me, that answer is that this is the religion in which I was raised. The truth however is that that is rarely the answer I give, and while it would be a true answer, it would barely be brushing the surface because like so many others I could easily have left the religion of my family and sought another religion or comfortably have settled on no religious affiliation as many do. If I had done that however, I would not be being true to myself.  I am a Unitarian Universalist today not because it is the religion I grew up in but because it is the religion I chose and continue to choose each and ever day.

I choose to be a Unitarian Universalist because it is a religious tradition which in some ways is part of the mainstream of religious life and in part because it offers me something radically different than what I have ever found elsewhere. I am a Unitarian Universalist because the principles and purposes underlie my own personal faith and because this community of faith allows that religious understanding to continue to grow and change. I have room in Unitarian Universalism to challenge my own beliefs and the positions of the denomination when I find they are not in keeping with my own understanding of the world and history as we know it. 

Yes, I am a Unitarian Universalist because this is the faith I have chosen, the faith in which I feel called to minister. I could have turned my back on this religion but I have instead chosen to understand it more fully, and try to make it the faith community that I will feel good about being part of. When I decided to be a Unitarian Universalist minister I was clueless about our history or how we fit into the wider landscape of religion in America, but I have learned that answering the call to ministry was the right decision. And filling in the gaps after answering the call was also the right decision.

I am and continue to be a Unitarian Universalist because our history, our present and our future offer me a place in which I can be fully and completely myself. I am a Unitarian Universalist because I have found in this religious community a home populated by people of like mind, theologically, socially and culturally. And when the people are not of like mind they are willing to challenge and explore issues with me without condemning my thoughts and ideas. I am reminded of the phrase we need not think alike to be alike. 

Within Unitarian Universalist communities today it is true that we need not think alike to be alike. You may be Buddhist and I may be pagan, you may be Christian and I may be Jew but we can all be Unitarian Universalists. A class mate in theological school used to ask me how can you read the New Testament and be a Unitarian Universalist and I would ask how can you read the New Testament and be a Christian. Being a Unitarian Universalist allows me freedom to seek my own truth of understanding when I read contemporary as well as traditional religious documents.

Being a Unitarian Universalist is not always easy. There are times when I wish someone would give me all the answers and pat me on the back and tell me God or Jesus will make all things right. Unfortunately I do not, and as far as I can see I cannot, believe that some supreme being will intervene. I have seen too many horrible things happen in the world and in my own life to believe that there is some hand which bestows good or bad fortune on people. Too much bad occurs in the lives of the good and the innocent for me to believe that there is supreme justice. I am a Unitarian Universalist because I believe that at the core of all human beings there is good, and that yes bad and evil does occur in the world but no one entity willed it to be so. Good happens, bad happens and I am a Unitarian Universalist because I need to be part of a community when the bad and the good are happening to me, those I love, or in the world in which I live.

I believe in the structure and organization of Unitarian Universalism, although there are and have been times when I was not happy about how our faith tradition which lifts up congregational polity and the democratic process, seems to have a much heavier and authoritative way of interacting with congregations than I think is appropriate. But I know that while there are times when I don’t like the way we have allowed our organization to run there is no other religious institution that would as closely match my needs as does this one.

Sure there are days when I think this church and the denomination as a whole is full of nonsense and I want to bail but that is usually when I have let myself get bogged down in the minutia. When I see the community that has developed around me from my childhood to the present I know this is my religious home and will probably always be. When I look at theological doctrines and hear stories of ancient and contemporary theologians there are few that really speak to me…but when I hear what liberal theologians have to say I know I am in the right place. 

Chances are slim that I could ever find a religious home inanother faith community. Sure there are liberal churches and ministers in every faith tradition, and I have found myself friends with many like minded ministers of every faith I have encountered. And yes I have worshipped with other faith communities and felt comfortable. For me however it is not the question, can I be comfortable with this minister or this church, it is can I always be comfortable in churches of this faith?

When I ask that question, “can I always be comfortable in churches of this faith?” the answer is no every time until I reach Unitarian Universalism. That is not to say I love all UU churches and all UU ministers because I don’t. But there are a greater number of UU Churches where I can feel at home, and a greater number of UU ministers who speak to my heart, mind and spirit than those of any other tradition.

I am a Unitarian Universalist because this is the church I was raised in. I remain a Unitarian Universalist because this is the only faith tradition that speaks to all of who I am as a person and looks at me and each other person as the rich asset and gift to life that they truly are.

Ask yourselves and one another why you came to this church and why you would come back again, once twice or every week. Is it because you are a Unitarian Universalist? And if you are new here do you think you could be a Unitarian Universalist? .....amen
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