First Parish UU, Bridgewater

Worship Service – Soul Matters Theme: “Wholeness”

Sunday, April 7, 2019 10:30am
Thought for Contemplation: “Difficulties are meant to rouse, not discourage.  The human spirit is to grow strong by conflict.”          



 - William Ellery Channing

READING  “Character and Grace”  Rev. David Pyle, Sermon given at the First Unitarian Church of Baltimore, Maryland, on March 19th, 2017)

As a minister serving a Unitarian Universalist congregation, you can’t just buy a car.

A few years ago … I was serving as a minister for a medium sized congregation on the coast of Southern California [when] the old mini-van I had been driving met its end….  I had never bought a car while serving as a congregational minister, and I faced a dilemma that I had not expected.
Because as a minister serving a Unitarian Universalist congregation, you can’t just buy a car.  Why?  Because several hundred people were waiting to make value judgments about the character of their minister based on the choice that I would make about what car to buy.  My choice in vehicle would be seen as an expression of how much I was willing to live each person’s impression of what a Unitarian Universalist of Good Character should have….
I was soon being heavily lobbied by the “Prius Faction” of the congregation… [Others suggested that] I should think about biking the 15 miles to and from the church each day.  Or perhaps investing the time in taking public transit.  And I should make a public commitment within the congregation that, at a minimum, I would foreswear all thoughts of SUV’s from even entering my mind….
When the moment of truth came, and I pulled into the church parking lot one Sunday morning in my brand new Smart Car, … [my] moral character as a Unitarian Universalist was affirmed….
I would like to talk this morning with you about … a theological tension that rests at the heart of our religious movement, and that, unacknowledged, can create hurt and harm in our own lives, in our religious communities, in our families, and in our culture….  
I can best begin to name this tension by telling an old Universalist joke….  
Universalists believe that God is too Good to damn anyone to hell.  Unitarians believe they are too good to be damned….
In assessing our own worthiness and that of others, we Unitarian Universalists have two theological frameworks that are in tension… [and] that address this question of worthiness differently….  They have come to be known to us by the names the “Doctrine of Salvation by Character” and the “Doctrine of Salvation by Universal Grace”…. [Rather than speak of “doctrines,” we could call these instead] patterns of thought, based around how we assess our own worthiness and that of others….
In some ways, if we still treated them as Doctrines, then we would acknowledge them more, and perhaps they would have a healthier effect upon us….
The Doctrine of Salvation by Character, which was expressed by Unitarian Minister William Ellery Channing in his sermon “Likeness to God”, expressed that it was in a person’s character that they were able to best express their worthiness in this life.  That a person’s ethics, morality, judgement, honesty, commitments to their values, and their lack of hypocrisy was not only the indicator of their worth, but was also the way to become closer to the divine themselves…. That your actions matter, and that it is by living your values that you are judged worthy, before God and in the community of fellow human beings….
[However,] there is not one clear set of values for what living a good Unitarian Universalist life should mean, and each of us is drawn to different priorities amongst those values.  For some … [it would be] a commitment to the environment, like the members of the Prius Faction of my former congregation.  For others, it may be an expression of economic modesty, [or of dietary intentionality as …] a vegetarian or a vegan….  [or to racial and gender justice, or to peace, or to economic equality.]  That my commitments and [the] expression of my ethical character is different [ from others’] can mean that we are in some ways speaking different languages in our expression of character.  It takes intentional work to acknowledge how others are expressing their worthiness and goodness by character, especially when it is expressed in ways different than our own.
And this is where the second theological framework becomes important in our religious faith movement, and that is the Doctrine of Salvation by Universal Grace [which we inherit from our Universalist forebears]….
[T]he important manifestation of this theological framework for us is that our worthiness, our value as human beings is assured no matter what our expression of our character might be at any given moment.  That even when we fail, even when we are less than we might have been, we are still loved, and still worthy of being loved.
That even if I had shown up to church that Sunday morning in the twenty-four-foot flaming red pick-up truck with a gun rack in the back window that I once test drove to my wife’s horror, my worth as a human being would still be assured.  That I would still be worthy of love….
You can see how these two theological frameworks, one that calls us to express our worthiness in this world through acts of character, and one that guarantees our worthiness through divine and universal love, might be seen as being in conflict.  And indeed, this tension, this perceived disconnect is often at the root of … congregational conflicts…  And yet, I have come to believe that the tension between these two theological frameworks of salvation and worth are together a vital part of what it means to be a Unitarian Universalist.
For it is only by beginning from a place of seeing the inherent worth and dignity of every person, of acknowledging the divine love and light that is at the heart of each and every one of us, that we can acknowledge such variation in our expression of our values through our character in ways that are healthy.  It is only through the assumption of Universal Love that the Prius people could accept that, even though my Smart Car was not a Hybrid, I still had inherent worth and dignity.
For it is only from a place of Universal Love that we can see the Value of our Character.
Sermon         “The Pursuit of Wholeness”   -   Rev. Paul Sprecher
When I served my ministerial internship at Arlington Street Church in Boston almost fifteen years ago, I was very aware of the statue of William Ellery Channing directly opposite the doors of the church, right on the edge of the Public Gardens.  Channing was the most significant minister in the history of the congregation and his spirit pervades the place, even though the church itself was built some years after his death.  On the several occasions that I had the opportunity to preach from that great high pulpit I would walk to the back at the end of the service as the great doors were opened and be confronted by the face of Saint Channing and imagine myself asking, “So, Bill, how did I do?”
It chances that today, April 7th, is the day Channing was born 239 years ago.  More importantly, four weeks from today marks the 200th anniversary of his famous Baltimore Sermon, “Unitarian Christianity,” which we could refer to as the Unitarian Declaration of Independence.  The New England churches of the day were embroiled in one of those recurrent splits between liberals and conservatives which continue to roil churches to this day – as we see most recently in the schism dividing our United Methodist siblings.  Those on the liberal side referred to themselves as Liberal Christians or in some cases as “catholic” in the original sense of the word, that is, “universal.”  Their opponents attempted to slander them by pinning the label “Unitarian” on them, thus identifying them with the yet more liberal English Unitarians, whom the conservatives regarded as little better than atheists.

Channing was the unquestioned leader of the liberal side of the argument and he finally determined to accept the name “Unitarian” but to redefine it as a term of honor rather than of opprobrium.  He chose the occasion of the dedication of the First Unitarian Church of Baltimore on May 5, 1819, to claim the name and to define it on behalf of its adherents rather than its enemies.  He declared first of all that the Bible is a human document, written by human hands, that must be interpreted by the tools available to the human mind.  If it were otherwise, he said, human beings would not be able to comprehend it, however lofty its teaching.  Reason, in short, must be the ground from which we interpret religion.  From this follow several distinctive Unitarian doctrines:
· God is one, not several – hence we are Unitarian, not Trinitarian.

· Jesus was fully human, though in many ways exalted as humanity perfected.

· God is morally perfect and would not create humans with original sin nor would God condemn any of God’s creatures to everlasting torture in hellfire.

· Jesus’ purpose on earth was not to die to appease God’s wrath but rather to serve as an example of moral perfection; and

· Virtue can be discovered in our own moral nature using our conscience and the spark of divinity present in each of us.

Now, some of this terminology derives from particular theological controversies which have ancient histories, and which continue down to this day, but they represent at heart ideas about human nature, patterns of thought that help us understand who we are and what we are here for.  Channing believed that human beings are not fundamentally flawed but fundamentally whole.  He says, for example, that “God is another name for human intelligence raised above all error and imperfection, and extended to all possible truth.”
  In the words of the first chapter of Genesis, we humans are made in the image of God.  In other traditions, this idea is expressed by speaking of a spark of the divine in each of us.  “Namaste” in the Hindu tradition, for example, means roughly “I bow to the divine in you.”  Channing says that “The germs of sublime virtue are scattered liberally on our earth….  I cannot but pity the man, who recognizes nothing godlike in his own nature.”

This, then, is the foundation of Channing’s doctrine of Salvation by Character – that we have within us the means to be virtuous and to know and do what is right, that we are not condemned to suffering and misery because we are fundamentally broken, evil beings.
Like many of you, I suspect, I have struggled with this theological language, especially the term “Salvation” which is so pervasive in the Bible and in religious discourse.  I was so troubled by the meaning of that term that I ended up writing my senior thesis in college on the topic.  I was able to make sense of the concept by comparing it to the less theologically freighted language that C.G. Jung uses when he speaks of “Individuation.”  Jung suggests that we humans become divided within ourselves as we forge our personal identities.  Of course, it is vital for each of us to differentiate ourselve – from the world around us, from our parents, from other people and so on –but in the process we also end up rejecting parts of ourselves that don’t fit easily within the rigid separations we must impose on ourselves.  
One of the most obvious examples is the gender identity we put on.  In a traditional patriarchal system, children are raised into strict roles as males or females and are criticized for behaviors that are not “appropriate” to their gender – so that boys aren’t supposed to cry and girls aren’t supposed to be aggressive, for example.  At the extreme the color of your clothes may seem to be gendered, so that my son David’s donning of pink in honor of Miss Piggy when he was three seemed to be a bit of a dicey choice.  
Jung’s insight was that these suppressed aspects of our whole selves – he referred to the male and female components as “animus” and “anima” – are still within us and need to be reintegrated for us to become whole.  Salvation for Jung, then, was the reintegration of those aspects of the self that had been rejected as part of the process of creating an identity – itself a necessary process but not sufficient to create a truly satisfying life.  I think that our growing awareness of the need to break down the rigidity of our binary gender constructs points toward the possibility of more fulfilling and less fracture lives for all of us.
So the means to be saved, the means to become whole and to be virtuous and to live a fulfilling life, are in our hands.  We have the means within ourselves – because we are made in the image of God, in Channing’s terminology – to develop our own character toward the perfection that we imagine when we speak of the ultimate, of the divine, of God.

But what about when we mess up?  What about when we get into fights about whose virtuousness is greater than someone else’s?  What about when we get tired and just don’t want to be virtuous?  That’s when the other side of our tradition comes to the rescue and assures us that we are saved by grace – that regardless of what we do, we are still – all of us – worthy human beings who are loved and who are capable of love.
Of course, we can also mess up in the opposite direction.  The risk of the “Character” side of our historic doctrines is that it tends toward a kind of self-righteousness, a little bit of smugness that separates us from those less enlightened souls who buy the wrong kinds of cars or vote for the wrong kinds of people.  This, too, is a form of imperfection and failure, because it separates us from others who are equally worthy.  And other people mess up a lot!  It’s tempting to call others out when they mess up, but it’s much more useful to call them in, to remind them of their own highest aspirations rather than reproaching them for falling short.
So there will always be a struggle between the complete acceptance, the grace we can offer to everyone, and the striving to do what is right and to persuade others to work with us to do what is right.  This is the tension in which we must live all of our lives.  Wholeness – or salvation, to use the theological term – is about aligning ourselves as clearly and consistently as we can within this tension between right purpose and love, between justice and mercy, between striving and accepting.  

Or perhaps, more broadly, we could think if it as aligning ourselves with the pulsing flow of life itself, the Spirit of Life, if you will.  Rabindranath Tagore, the Bengali polymath, poet, musician and artist of the late 19th and early 20th centuries puts it this way in Gitanjali 69: 

The same stream of life that runs through my veins night and day 

runs through the world and dances in rhythmic measures. 

It is the same life that shoots in joy

through the numberless blades of grass

and breaks into tumultuous waves of leaves and flowers. 

It is the same life that is rocked

In the ocean cradle of birth and death, 
In ebb and flow. 

I feel my limbs are made glorious

by the touch of this world of life.

And my pride is from the life-throb of ages 

dancing in my blood this moment.

May our lives be such a dance.  May our paths be clear.  May we be whole.
AMEN – and may it be so.
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