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Our Theological House       
Worship Service at UUCWI: August 6, 2017 
 
Chalice Lighting: 
 Lighting this chalice, we feel its warmth. 
  Together, let us spread that warmth to our greater community. 
 Lighting this chalice, we feel its inspiration. 
  Together, may we expand our understanding. 
 Lighting this chalice, we feel its strength. 
  Together, may we minister to a broken and wounded world. 
 
Sermon:  

Who are we as Unitarian Universalists?  How much do we know about our own 

history?  Do we each have an "elevator speech" ready? -- In other words, could we 

each describe our faith in a few sentences if we were on an elevator with a stranger 

who saw our Chalice Lighter pin and asked, "What is that all about?" 

 

Now, I want to give credit where it is due -- the idea for today's service began with a 

sermon by Rev. Krista Taves that I found online.  I located her on FB and asked if I 

could borrow her intellectual material, and she graciously agreed.  In this sermon she 

borrowed the metaphor of the Theological House from the book A House for Hope by 

John Buehrens and Rebecca Parker.  I borrowed a bit from the UUA brochure, 

Unitarian Universalist Origins: Our Historic Faith.  I also bounced these ideas off 

Bill Graves - and last, but never least, Dave helped me tie it all together. 

 

Unitarians and Universalists have always been on the cutting edge of liberal religion 

in North America.  We have no creed, believing that it's our actions that are 

paramount -- one of our mottos is "Deeds, not Creeds".  But because we are non-

creedal and so accepting of diversity, many people, especially our critics, think we 

have no center - some think we don’t know who we are and that there’s nothing 

holding us together.  It's true that sometimes we are not able to explain ourselves.  
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Unitarian Universalism has a long history of defining itself in contrast to the religious 

ideas of other denominations – ideas such as the Trinity, heaven, and hell.  In the last 

fifty or so years, UUs went through a long period of backing away from saying we 

even were a religion, or that we had a theology.  We personalized religion. We would 

talk about our personal beliefs, but very rarely about an overarching Unitarian 

Universalist theology.  We lost a sense of a center, of living in a religious system that 

is bigger than our individual beliefs.   As a result of our fierce individualism, we 

forfeited some of the benefits of being a unified, cohesive movement for positive 

change.   

 

UU theologian Rebecca Parker believes we DO in fact live in what she calls a 

"theological house".  In spite of all of our individual diversity, there are fundamental 

beliefs that have stayed essentially the same over centuries.  The problem is, we don’t 

often realize we’re in that theological house.  We don’t know how it was built and 

how important it is.  Our theology has become implicit - vague and unspoken - rather 

than explicit - open and talked about. 

 

Most of us know people in other denominations who know exactly what theological 

house they live in. Unitarian Universalists have difficulty doing this.  According to 

Rebecca Parker, this leaves us in a place of weakness.  How can we participate in our 

faith if we don’t really know it?  How can we share our faith with others if we don’t 

know our own theology, or wonder if we even have one?  

 

I'd like to say right here that I hope you will not be put off by my use of certain useful 

words this morning -- words such as God and church.  As Ken Merrell has so 

articulately suggested in the past, please reframe these words to fit your 

understanding and be gentle with folks for whom these words hold meaning.  When I 

say "God", you are welcome to think "spirit of life", "great mystery", "the divine", the 
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“inner light”, or whatever is meaningful to you.  A relevant story here is one about 

Forrest Church, minister at All Souls Unitarian in NYC from 1978 until not long 

before his death in 2009.  Someone once challenged his beliefs, saying they thought 

all religion is bunk and they didn't believe in God.  At that point, Rev. Church said,  

“Tell me about the God you don’t believe in.  I probably don’t believe in him either.” 

 

I admit that being chair of the worship committee sometimes keeps me awake at 

night.  It is abundantly clear that there is no way always to satisfy each of the approx. 

100 members of our congregation plus our friends and guests with what is presented 

on Sunday mornings.  I ask that you make space for other people's needs and 

preferences - for their language and tastes.  One of the messages I heard at General 

Assembly was in a workshop given by Rev. Erika Hewitt.  She pleaded with us "not 

to police other people's language of faith".  Please take that to heart!  Some people 

love J&S -- others wish we would not do it.  Some would like to sing more, others 

less.  Some do not resonate with the story for all ages.  But those concerns must not 

derail us from working together to advance our mission. 

 

Back to our theology lesson:  The word theology comes from the Greek: theos=god 

and logos=word.  Theology means the study of God, or more generally the study of 

religious beliefs.  Our theological house is a metaphor allowing us to frame and 

articulate our beliefs.   Each element of the house, including its setting in the natural 

world, corresponds to a facet of classical theology.  

 

Our UU theological house has a foundation, walls, a roof, a door, windows, and a 

larger environment in which it exists.  As we explore this house, you need not 

remember all the terms we use -- they are summarized in the insert in your Order of 

Service, which I invite you to take home as a reminder. 
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Foundation 

Let’s begin with our foundation.  What is our fundamental theology?  What are our 

views on the nature of the divine? Rebecca Parker describes both the whole house 

and the foundation as a metaphor for theology.  I interpret this to mean the foundation 

is the first among equal parts -- it is indeed foundational to our theology.   

 

Unitarians and Universalists have always been heretics.  That word has the 

connotation of rebellion, but it comes from a Greek word meaning "choice".  During 

the first three centuries of the Christian church, believers were free to choose from a 

variety of tenets about Jesus.  The ideas of the oneness of God (Unitarianism) and 

universal salvation (Universalism) were among the choices at that time.  That 

changed in 325 when the Nicene Creed established the Trinity as dogma.  For 

centuries thereafter, people who made the choice of Unitarian or Universalist beliefs 

were persecuted as heretics.   

 

In the 16th century, the Protestant Reformation took hold in parts of Eastern Europe 

and pockets of Unitarianism appeared briefly in scattered locations.  But persecution 

followed.   Despite our feelings of kinship with these early reformers, Unitarianism as 

we know it in North America is not a foreign import.   

 

We North American UUs evolved from the Puritans in New England who were 

required to establish congregational churches following Calvinist doctrines.  These 

doctrines saw humanity as depraved and sinful.  God was perceived as all-powerful, 

and ready to punish or reward.  John Calvin believed in predestination - namely, that 

each person was predestined for either heaven or hell. It was a pretty dismal, black 

and white perspective.  I have a particular antipathy for Calvin since he was 

responsible for having the Unitarian Michael Servetus burned at the stake in Geneva 

in 1553! 



 5 

 

In the 1700s there was a split within North American Puritanism, with more 

progressive churches becoming Unitarian.  These rebellious, progressive Christians 

gave up the idea of God as punishing and harsh.  Instead, they believed God was all 

that was good, loving, and kind.  They also gave up the idea of humans as depraved.  

They believed we were made in the image of God, meaning we had tremendous 

potential for good.  

 

The religious task, as these Christians understood it, was to awaken all that is good in 

humanity so that our potential could come out and shine. This is the theological 

foundation of Unitarian Universalism – that we have great potential for good, and 

that god moves through us as we nurture that goodness and do good in the world.  

Even when much of Unitarianism moved closer to humanism, which abandoned the 

concept of a supernatural God, the idea of human goodness and partnering with all of 

life, was retained and carried forward.  More recently, theistic language has come 

back into Unitarian Universalism, acknowledging the "god within each of us".   This 

resurrects the foundational Unitarian concept of God and humans as being in a 

partnership, but with no division between what’s earthly and what’s divine.  

 

Walls 

We move now from our foundation to the walls of our theological house.  

What holds us together? The theological word for this is Ecclesiology, which comes 

from the Greek ekklesia, meaning assembly.  Our ecclesiology -- what holds us 

together - is covenant.  Our interpretation of covenant evolved in resistance to a 

hierarchical model of church structure, the most significant and familiar one being the 

Roman Catholic Church.  When Unitarianism first emerged in Europe 400 years ago, 

there was only one way to do church – with God and pope and King at the top, and 

the people at the bottom.  There were some Christians, called Radical Reformers, 
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who thought this was wrong. They believed in a radical equality among members 

who should decide together what should happen.  They believed that God works best 

when people work together as equals. Our ecclesiology is that church is created by 

human beings who come together of their own free will and enter into a covenant to 

walk together and care for each other.  This way of doing church has defined what 

church means for many groups, including Baptists, Mennonites, the Puritans who first 

settled this continent, and Unitarians.  Even as we UUs have become more 

theologically diverse, we have held on to this powerful belief that we come together 

as equals and that the church is created by human beings in sacred covenant with 

each other.  In our ecclesiology, we are the walls; we are the embodiment of the spirit 

of life to one another.  

 

Roof 

We’ve considered the foundation and the walls; let’s put a roof on our theological 

house.  Rebecca Parker says that our beliefs about salvation comprise the roof.   

Soteriology (from the Greek soteria, which translates as “salvation”) is the part of our 

theology dealing with what we need to be saved from.  Every religion sees some kind 

of danger for humanity and develops ways to protect us from that danger.  For 

instance, fundamentalist Christians believe that salvation is about saving our soul 

from an otherworldly hell.  They believe we are all evil, and we have to be saved 

from our own sinfulness.  They believe the path to redemption and heaven is to 

accept Jesus as savior.  

 

Our soteriology looks a lot different. Our Universalist ancestors rejected the idea of 

hell, saying that God is so loving he would never condemn his creation to such 

eternal punishment.  Heaven and hell aren’t otherworldly places we go to after we 

die.  Heaven and hell are right here on earth....  created by us.  Rebecca Parker says 

hell is created whenever we “relate violently, oppressively, or cruelly to one another." 
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We need to be saved from the hells that we create right here, right now.  There are 

personal hells that happen in our individual lives, and collective, more pervasive 

hells, created by unjust systems including war, poverty, racism, sexism, homophobia, 

and more.  Whenever we dehumanize each other or ourselves, that is hell.  

 

Doors 

Now we should add doors to our theological house. 

What is our destiny?  Eschatology, from the Greek eskhatos, meaning "last", is the 

theology of where we come from and where we’re going.   

 

Many Christian denominations believe we started off in the Garden of Eden as 

perfect beings.  Then there was the fall; Eve and Adam ate the apple and we were 

exiled from Eden.  At the end of time, Jesus will return and we'll experience The 

Rapture.  Those deemed worthy will go to Heaven and the rest to hell ... for eternity.    

 

UUs reject this! 

 

We're a more hopeful denomination.  Given our faith in the goodness of humanity, 

our goal is to build heaven on earth.  We understand our eschatology as one where we 

are not only still in the garden, but we are the gardeners.  We do not accept that 

there’s nothing we can do about injustice.  Everyone should have the chance for a 

fulfilling life.  In the last hundred years, there have been many times we’ve doubted 

our own eschatology, usually when it seems that human evil is getting the upper 

hand. The world wars, the depression, environmental degradation  - there are many 

examples of how evil people can be.  Right now we're likely questioning what our 

eschatology is expecting of us.  But I believe our message is needed now more than 

ever and we must become even more dedicated to our efforts for justice. 
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Windows 

What are we missing?   

We have yet to consider missiology – how do we engage the world around us?  That’s 

the term Rebecca Parker associates with the windows of our theological house.  

Missiology doesn’t really refer to the word missing; it refers to the word mission. 

How do we relate to our neighbors?  What is our mission?  Given that we see the 

potential for good in all human beings, given our trust in the potential for good when 

we come together, given our understanding of evil and what we need to be saved 

from, and given our belief that life should get better and better…. It’s not hard to 

figure out what our missiology needs to be.  Just as we have a partnership relationship 

with the holy, we want that same compatible trusting relationship with people who 

are different from ourselves.  We believe in acting not only with civility, but with 

hospitality towards others. We want to learn from other religions and other ways of 

being.  

 

The biggest occasional misstatement about Unitarian Universalism is that "anything 

goes" -- that UUs can believe whatever they want.   That is simply not true.  This is 

where a "free and RESPONSIBLE search for truth and meaning” becomes so very 

important.  We believe in reason -- and science – as paths to truth and understanding.   

In our metaphor, we have to protect our house.  We don’t want the roof to leak, the 

walls to be drafty, a door that never closes, or worst of all, a cracked foundation.     

 

Our missiology basically asks us to be open to the world, and to reach out to the 

world in a loving, trusting, way, knowing that any time we connect with another 

living being, we become a vessel for the holy.  We have faith that the arc of the 

universe bends toward justice.  Our mission is to help make it so. 
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Environment 

Finally, how do we relate to the greater world --- everything outside our house? 

What is our understanding of Spirit?  What is our pneumatology (Greek "pneuma"= 

breath or wind)?  

Rebecca Parker says that despite secular hopes that religion might simply vanish, 

humans continue to be religion-making beings.  Within our community there is a 

sense of the Holy, a response to the Sacred Spirit or Spirits present in life, inspiring 

creativity, compassion, and social action.  Worship, art, ritual, and music shape 

religious community, infusing the atmosphere of its environment, making space for 

people to breathe.  

 

Our theology is not perfect.  We are much more comfortable looking at our potential 

for good than our potential for evil.  We like to think of evil as out there rather than in 

here. Our ecclesiology is not foolproof.  Sometimes the majority isn’t right.  

Sometimes a minority can hold a whole community hostage. Our missiology sounds 

wonderful.  But it’s much easier to be open-minded with other religions that are also 

open-minded.  It’s harder to be open to the truths of religions that judge us. 

Sometimes our eschatology of progress keeps us from being able to reach out to those 

who are excluded or suffering. It’s hard for us to sit with pain and failure.  We would 

much rather keep bending the arc of the universe toward justice. 

 

But there is immense good inherent in our theology if we stay true to it.  And I 

particularly like that it doesn't require me to set aside what science and reason tell me.   

 

This was a heavy dose of multi-syllabic words!  The big words are not what is 

important.  I hope your takeaway is a better understanding of Unitarian Universalism.  

In putting this together, I certainly found renewed dedication to this denomination we 

share, and it has helped me encapsulate my beliefs in my elevator speech; namely: 
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"UUs believe that people are basically good and that we should be in covenant with 

each other and the earth.  We are non-creedal, believing that how we treat each other 

is much more important than our individual beliefs.  We focus on the here-and-now 

and we certainly do not believe in hell -- since our understanding of a loving spirit 

would never allow such an abomination.  We are dedicated to creating a just world 

for all." 

 

I would love to hear yours! 

  

Offering: 

The light of our chalice would soon flicker and die without the oil that nourishes its 
flame. 
 
And just as this flame cannot burn without oil, this religious community cannot 
survive or thrive without the financial, as well as personal, support of its members 
and friends—the oil that keeps the flame of our liberal religious faith alive and fuels 
the shared mission and ministry of this congregation. 
 
Let us now give, freely and generously, an offering to sustain and strengthen our 
shared religious community—a community of memory, hope, faith, and love. For we 
are now the keepers of its flame that burns for justice, its dream of beloved 
community, its vision of a world made whole.   ~ John Saxon 
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Reading: 

It's Not Easy Being A Unitarian Universalist 
By Charles Magistro  
 
I'm amused by the view that it's easy to be a Unitarian Universalist.  
 
It's about as easy to be a Unitarian Universalist as it is to be persistent, courageous, 
and selfless. It's as easy to be a Unitarian Universalist as it is to search the murky 
waters of life without sure charts to guide us and without any guarantee that we will 
find a safe port to put down anchor. It's as easy to be a Unitarian Universalist as it is 
to overcome the natural fear of the unknown and venture forth with nothing to sustain 
us save our zest for living and our hunger for new experience and knowledge. 
Our way in religion is not the way of ease. We are called to be explorers; for many 
worlds are waiting to be discovered.  Not the least of these worlds is within us.  It 
takes as much persistence and courage to look into our own depths, to come to terms 
with the twin mysteries of being alive and having to die, to see ourselves in new and 
larger ways without being dishonest about our limitations as it did for Columbus to 
sail thousands of miles into an unknown ocean until he found dry land. 
 
Benediction and Extinguishing the Chalice 
Let us be true to our intentions... 
Let us spread the warm of this gathering to our greater community, 
Let us be intentional about expanding your own understanding of others. 
Let us each minister to a broken world and make it a little better through our actions.  
And may we be kind. 
 
 


