The Once and Future Faith
It’s sometimes been said, half jokingly, that the only thing that all Unitarian Universalists can agree on is Roberts’ Rules of Order.  Of course, that’s not strictly true.  Some of us don’t believe that Robert even exists.  But despite that, Henry Martin Robert was a real person, a twenty-five year old engineer serving the U.S. Army when he was asked to preside over a church meeting in the little town of New Bedford, Massachusetts, where he was stationed during the years of the Civil War.  The assignment  sounded easy, but church politics can be brutal, as many of you know, and often require a skilled moderator to maintain decorum.  Unfortunately, the young West Point graduate knew a lot about building roads and bridges, but nothing about running a meeting.  So the congregational gathering where he presided turned into a fracas, leaving a mortified Major Robert to to reflect that  "One can scarcely have had much experience in deliberative meetings of Christians without realizing that the best of men, having wills of their own, are liable to attempt to carry out their own views without paying sufficient respect to the rights of their opponents."   
Sadder but wiser, Major Robert began a study of parliamentary process, beginning with a manual Thomas Jefferson had written as Vice President when he was presiding over  the Senate and realized that without some ground rules democracy turns into a free-for-all.  Robert improved and revised those guidelines through numerous editions to become an accepted how-to book for holding free and fair public gatherings.
Now Robert was not a Unitarian, but he could have been.  For I often define our faith in shorthand as the democratic method applied to religion.  We have no common creed or theology.  What we believe about God or the ultimate mystery behind creation is liable to differ.  But we hold some truths to be self-evident.  We believe that each person is endowed with inalienable rights.  We believe in rule of the majority with protections for the minority.  We believe in equality regardless of race or sex or national origin.  We believe in free inquiry and freedom of expression.   And we believe that in matters of morality, each person is the keeper of his or her own conscience, which is the ultimate seat of judgment for discerning right and wrong.
Our faith tradition grows out of our New England roots, from those early religious dissenters called Pilgrims and Puritans, where the democratic spirit had its cradle.  For what drove those seventeenth century colonists across the ocean and away from the Church of England was not so much any disagreement over doctrine or liturgy as a difference of opinion over church management.  The Anglican establishment was administered by the king, who was not only head of state but also protector of the faith who appointed archbishops and lesser hierarchs down to the level of the parish priest.  It was all strictly top down.  In contrast, the Pilgrims and Puritans believed that people should select and ordain their own ministers and that there was no higher spiritual authority than ordinary church members gathered to hash out their own affairs.  That was the seed of self-government.
Town meetings and congregational meetings were where the important decisions got made in early America, whether it was caring for the poor or organizing a local militia.  And usually both types of gathering were held in a building that we would call a church, but that they called their meetinghouse, which was not only a place of worship but also the hall where public business was transacted.  And today, many of those old white clapboard meetinghouses still stand with their tall steeples overlooking  the village green in places like Plymouth and Concord and Lexington and towns with other names that have become synonymous with our country’s revolutionary past, and today those same buildings house Unitarian churches which carry on that democratic agenda.
Admittedly, the issues on the floor at town meeting can sometimes seem frivolous, as in Concord, where town folk recently voted down a resolution that would have required residents to leash their cats, and where the so-called right-to-dry or hang your wet laundry on the clothesline despite what people  think has pitted neighbor against neighbor.  But just as often, the stakes are momentous as in March of 1982, when 159 out of 180 town meetings in the state of Vermont called for a moratorium on the development and testing of atomic weapons, leading to the national movement known as the Nuclear Freeze, or more recently in that rural state when enough small dairy farmers and organic growers voiced their concerns at town meeting about crops produced with GMOs and terminator technology to lead to what was then the  toughest food labeling law in the nation.  Vermont’s hard won legislation, passed in 2014, was largely gutted by the U.S. Congress this past summer, which only illustrates that real change doesn’t originate from the top down, from the White House or congressional committees.  More usually, it percolates from the bottom up.  Which is why no less a personage than Thomas Jefferson, author of our Declaration of Independence, praised the town meeting as “the wisest invention ever devised by the wit of man for the perfect exercise of self-government and for its preservation.”  
Direct democracy prevails at least once a year in our churches, too, when congregational meetings occur.  It was at such a meeting two years back, here in Taos, that by secret ballot you invited me to be your minister, and I was delighted to accept.  But in church life, too, the votes can be more controversial and consequential.  In 1997, for example, the congregation I served in Burlington, Vermont, voted unanimously at its annual meeting to sign on as amicus or as “friend of the court” in the lawsuit Baker v. Vermont, where three same-sex couples had sued the state for the right to be legally married.  Two years later, the Vermont Supreme Court upheld that petition and ordered the legislature to craft a remedy that would grant either marriage or its equivalent to same sex partners.   I was part of a coalition of clergy--Unitarian ministers, but also Jewish rabbis and Episcopal priests, Presbyterians and Congregationalists--who testified and maneuvered to create Civil Unions, the first step on a path to marriage equality that today, a few short years later, would be the law of the land.  In retrospect, the outcome seems almost inevitable, but for those of us who were in the trenches at the time, we were in the fight of our lives.  And again, that journey didn’t begin with the backing of Hillary Clinton or Bernie Sanders or political bigshots from either party.  It began when people like me and you--people of faith--took a principled stand for what we thought was right.  
I repeat.  Unitarian Universalism is the democratic method applied to matters of faith and morals.  And other denominations also qualify as friends of religious liberty, from the Quakers to those feisty nuns on the bus.  But our history gives us a special claim as guardians of this tradition. For the very first church to call itself Unitarian, after all, did so in 1787, the same year the U.S. Constitution was ratified.  And the creation of King’s Chapel, as it is known, was likewise an act in which “we the people” declared a commitment to self-rule.  As the name implies, “King’s Chapel” in Boston had been an outpost of the Church of England in the new world, coming under the reign of the British Crown.  But with the outbreak of revolution and hostilities between England and the colonies, the rector of that church along with a sizeable part of the congregation fled to the relative safety of Canada.  The patriots who remained behind then faced a quandary.  They had no priest or minister to lead them, and so they deliberated and discussed their options. Then they voted.  They asked a young graduate of the Harvard Divinity School named James Freeman to be their pastor.  And Mister Freeman said he would love to accept, except there was  a problem.  Freeman had never been ordained, and Massachusetts had been so recently at war that no bishop in England was likely to ordain him.  So the people did a very radical thing.  They ordained him themselves.  But then Mister Freeman voiced another scruple or hesitation about accepting their call.  For King’s Chapel employed the Book of Common Prayer, which was standard for the Church of England, and which contained the Nicene Creed and other benchmarks of orthodoxy.  Freeman confessed that he didn’t honestly believe everything in those ancient creeds, and couldn’t recite them in good conscience, and the people replied simply, “We don’t believe them either.”  And then they did another very radical thing.  They rewrote their prayer book to reflect their own actual religious convictions.  
And it is safe to say that Unitarian and Universalists have been rewriting and revising their faith statements ever since.  Most of us no longer believe the same things that our foremothers and forefathers did two hundred years ago. Our ideas have progressed on women’s rights, and gay rights, and civil rights, and even animal rights, and as the globe has grown smaller, we have grown in appreciation of the world wisdom traditions beyond our own rather limited Protestant past.  What hasn’t changed is our commitment to building a certain kind of community: a community  that is inclusive, that honors human variety, that resolves conflict through  mutual consent, and that gives the least as well as the greatest a place at the table.  We are  committed to building a faith community where seekers of all stripes can find acceptance, where debate and disagreement are expected and encouraged,  where no teaching or teacher is above scrutiny or criticism, but where what’s good and life-affirming in every person is nurtured and finds a home.
As religious liberals, then, we have a long and distinguished history, yet some fear for what the future may hold.  Ours has never been a large movement, numerically speaking.  And now more Americans than ever are declaring themselves to be non-religious, unaffiliated with any church or mosque or synagogue.  The Washington Post and Pew Research, for instance, report that this upcoming election will be the first on record in which “none of the above” will constitute the nation’s biggest voting bloc, outnumbering both Roman Catholics and Christian Evangelicals.  Millennials may do yoga but are not supporting religious institutions the way their parents and grandparents did.  Just look around you.  We are an aging demographic.  Our own Unitarian Universalist Association President Peter Morales has suggested that congregations like this one may be a thing of the past and that the future of our faith, if it has one, may lie in social media or an online presence.  
Yet I don’t buy it.  I don’t trust either Facebook or Google to tend the democratic flame as conscientiously as we have down through the centuries.  And I don’t believe that either offers food for the spirit that will satisfy the deeper hungers for meaning, love and connection that we can find occasionally in settings like this one.  Admittedly, the decor is not flashy.  Our hymn singing can be off key.  The announcements sometimes ramble, and not even the best preacher can be inspiring all of time.  But despite all that, little congregations like this one--filled with real people, real problems, and real principles--continue to be the best hope going.   
So take a moment, before we break for coffee, before the chatter begins, before we disperse to go about our busy and distracted lives, to honor the power and integrity of the people gathered in this room.  Listen quietly until you can hear your own heartbeat and know that the passions make your own pulse race are the same that stir the hearts of others.  There is a time for deep quiet, for meditation, to feel our oneness, our interdependence, our identity as members of a single family beneath the sun.  And in this awareness of what we share, something unquiet also stirs.  For we will not sit quietly while our earth is being plundered; we love this planet too much for that.  We will not rest when religious extremists push their beliefs on others, when women are treated as objects to be grabbed and groped, when children in communities of color grow up fearful of the very authorities sworn to protect them.  We will not be silent in the face of intimidation or bullied into submission.  For we are keepers of the once and future faith.  Our history is as old as people’s longing for dignity and freedom.  To love mercy, to do justice, to walk humbly and build peace among the nations are the aspirations that give us the strength of one plus one, multiplied and repeated, to become the change we seek.  After all these years, and for the years to come, we remain  the ones we have been waiting for.      
