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Wisdom Story 

 

 

It’s Not True 
adapted from an account in The Life of 

William Ellery Channing, D.D. The Cen-

tenary Memorial Edition by his nephew Wil-

liam Henry Channing, Boston, American 

Unitarian Association, 1880, pp. 15-16. 

     William Ellery Channing told of an 

experience in his child-

hood that had a pro-

found influence on his 

thinking. One day, his 

father invited young 

William to go with him 

to hear a famous 

preacher in the neigh-

borhood. This was a special treat because 

it meant traveling to the service in the 

family carriage.     

     William was excited at the prospect of 

learning something new from the 

preacher, some glad tidings from the 

wider world unknown to him. It was for 

this reason that he listened attentively to 

the sermon. With glowing words and a 

powerful delivery, the preacher de-

scribed the depraved state of humanity 

in which people were helplessly aban-

doned to evil. The only way out of the 

darkness and horror that rested upon the 

earth was earnest prayer as a way of re-

ceiving divine aid. As William listened, 

he assumed that those who believed 

what the preacher said would immedi-

ately abandon all other things to seek 

salvation. All amusement and earthly 

business would be left behind given the 

reality the preacher had described. 

     As they left the church after the ser-

vice, William’s father stopped to talk 

with one person. In answer to a remark 

by that person, William’s father replied 

(Continued on page 2) 

Introduction to the Theme 
Rev. Kirk Loadman-Copeland 

     Liberal theology in America arose, 

according to Gary Dor-

rien, author of the mas-

terful three-volume set, 

The Making of American 

Theology, within Unitari-

anism through the work 

of William Ellery Channing, Ralph 

Waldo Emerson, and Theodore Parker. 

This auspicious beginning would have 

been even more luminary if Joseph 

Buckminster Stevens, a brilliant schol-

ar and preacher, had not died of epi-

lepsy in 1812 at the age of 28. Ironical-

ly, the curtain closed on the influence 

of Unitarian theology in 1860 with the 

death of Parker, leaving those in other 

denominations to develop liberal the-

ology further. (Additional Unitarian 

and Unitarian Universalist acts would 

follow. The second act began in 1936 

when James Luther Adams became the 

Chair of Psychology and Philosophy in 

Religion at Meadville Lombard Theo-

logical School in Chicago.) 

     Dorrien asserts that liberal theology 

was and is a “third way” that offers an 

alternative to both conservative ortho-

doxy and secular disbelief. He notes 

that “liberal theology is defined by its 

openness to the verdicts of modern 

intellectual inquiry, especially the nat-

ural and social sciences; its commit-

ment to the authority of individual 

reason and experience; its conception 

of Christianity as an ethical way of life; 

its favoring of moral concepts of atone-

ment; and its commitment to make 

Christianity credible and socially rele-

(Continued on page 6) 

Liberal Theology 
a monthly journal of   
Unitarian Universalism 

Faithify is a new crowd-funding site 

where passionate people Follow, Share, 

and Fund Unitarian Universalist minis-

tries. It was launched on-line on the first 

day, June 25, 2014, of this year’s General 

Assembly in Providence, Rhode Island.  
 

Touchstones is one of the inaugural pro-

jects on Faithify. Our goal is to raise at 

least $4,250 to help fund part-time staff 

person to help with administrative matters 

including requesting permissions for arti-

cles, helping to curate materials for each 

issue, and marketing to help more congre-

gations learn about Touchstones.  
 

Faithify is an all or nothing proposition: 

either you raise your dollar goal or you get 

nothing. If you raise more than the goal 

you get it all. 
 

If you have found Touchstones meaning-

ful, please consider going to the website to 

make a donation using a credit card. The 

website is www.faithify.org and we are 

listed as Touchstones: Deepening Unitari-

an Universalism. Our project will be listed 

on Faithify through August 18, 2014. Con-

tributions in any amount will be greatly 

appreciated. Thank you for your consider-

ation of this request.  



 Wisdom for Life 

Contemplations allows you to explore a 

reading and life in a deeper way.  
 

Morning Practice 
     Quiet your Mind: Sit in a comfortable 

place and take a few breaths to quiet 

your mind and focus your attention. 

     Engage the Reading: Engage the text 

by reading it silently and aloud several 

times. Allow the words and their mean-

ing to settle within you. 

     Contemplate: Consider the reading 

and your response. You may want to 

write down your responses. Are there 

certain words or phrases that especially 

catch your attention, words that comfort 

or unsettle? Why? How could the read-

ing, its meaning and wisdom, inform 

your actions on this day? 

     Act: Allow the wisdom that resonates 

in you through your contemplation of 

the reading to inform how you act. What 

does this wisdom mean for you life? 

What does it mean for this day? 
 

Evening Practice 
     Quiet your Mind: Sit in a comfortable 

place and take a few breaths to quiet 

your mind and focus your attention.  

     Reengage the Reading: Read the text 

one more time to make it present for 

your evening practice. 

     Listen to Your Life: Now, turn your 

attention to the day itself. Recall the ex-

periences that were especially meaning-

ful, comforting, or disturbing. What do 

these mean to you? These experiences 

are the sacred texts of our lives. They 

have the power to teach us if we allow 

them to do so. You may want to record 

your reflections in a journal. 

     Intention for Tomorrow: Consider 

how you would live this day differently 

if you could do it over. What would you 

change and why? Choose one thing that 

you would like to do differently in the 

future and set an intention to do so. It is 

surprising how powerful this intention-

setting can be in shifting our behavior 

and experience.  
 

For this practice use the readings on page 3 

or email createmeaningnow@gmail.com to 

automatically receive a brief reading on 

Monday, Wednesday & Friday mornings. 

Wisdom Story 

with a decisive tone: “Sound doctrine, 

Sir.” Hearing this William thought, “It’s 

all true,” and a heavy weight fell on his 

heart. He wanted to discuss this tremen-

dous crisis with his father to understand 

what they must do. On the ride home, 

William became so absorbed in frighten-

ing thoughts that he could not speak. 

     When they arrived at home, William 

was prepared for the family meeting that 

his father must call to share the terrible 

information that they had heard from the 

preacher. Instead, his father went into the 

living room and began reading the news-

paper. Life in the Channing household 

went on as usual. 

     At first, William was surprised, but 

then he wondered to himself, “Could 

what he had heard be true? No! His fa-

ther did not believe it; people did not 

believe it! It’s not true!” William felt that 

the preacher had deceived him. He 

vowed to never let that happen again in 

his search truth.  

     William eventually attended Harvard 

College and became a Unitarian minister. 

The Rev. William Ellery Channing would 

preach many sermons, and in each one he 

sought to say what was true. He was one 

of the founders of liberal theology in 

America.  

     The experience from his childhood 

stands in stark contrast to a discourse he 

gave on January 17, 1837 to the Unitarian 

Sunday School Society that was meeting 

at the Federal Street Church, where 

Channing was minister. His words 

sounded the truth to those who attended, 

and two days after the presentation a 

committee was formed by the Society to 

publish what Channing had said. In one 

passage he wrote, “The great end in reli-

gious instruction, whether in the Sunday 

school or the family, is not to stamp our 

minds irresistibly on the young, but to 

stir up their own; not to make them see 

with our eyes, but to look inquiringly and 

steadily with their own; not to give a 

definite amount of knowledge, but to 

inspire a fervent love of truth….” 
 

(Continued from page 1)  It’s Not True 

Contemplations 

The Greatest Liberal  

of Them All 
Rev. Forrest Church 

from The Cathedral of the 

World (2009), adapted from 

God and Other Famous Liber-

als: Recapturing Bible, Flag, 

and Family from the Far Right (1996) 

…..Who is the most famous liberal of 

all time? It simply has to be God. No 

one is more generous, bounteous, or 

misunderstood. Not to mention profli-

gate. Take a look at the creation. God is 

a lavish and indiscriminate host. There 

is too much of everything: creatures, 

cultures, languages, stars; more galax-

ies than we can count; more asteroids 

in the heavens than grains of sand on 

earth. … 

     Every word I can conjure for God is 

a synonym for liberal. God is munifi-

cent and openhanded. The creation is 

exuberant, lavish, even prodigal. As the 

ground of our being, God is ample and 

plenteous. As healer and comforter, 

God is charitable and benevolent. As 

our redeemer, God is generous and 

forgiving. And God has a bleeding 

heart that simply never stops. Liberal 

images such as these spring from every 

page of creation’s text. They also char-

acterize the spirit, if not always the 

letter, of the Bible, which teaches us 

that God is love. … 

…..Universalism presents a loving God, 

suffering and struggling with us in our 

attempts to be kinder, more under-

standing people. Such a God is not an 

autocrat but a democrat; not judgmen-

tal but forgiving; not ideological but 

flexible. Such a God values cooperation 

over competition; relationship over 

hierarchy; peace over war; neighborli-

ness over tribalism. 

Such a God doesn’t di-

vide people but helps 

bring them together. …

[W]e come together by 

slowly recognizing that 

it is God’s will to beat 

swords into plowshares 

and spears into pruning 

hooks. 
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Day 1: “Everyone is 

a theologian, either 

conscious or uncon-

scious, in the sense 

that everyone has 

some conception of the nature of reality, of 

the demands of reality, and of those ele-

ments in reality that support or threaten 

meaningful existence.”   James Luther Adams 
 

Day 2: “Theology may be seen as a partic-

ular way of seeing, an ‘angle of vision’ that 

is sometimes oblique.”   George Kimmich 

Beach 
 

Day 3: “Theological reflection is a way to 

align what we believe with who we are. 

Such reflection helps a congregation 

preach what it practices, and practice what 

it preaches.”   Anthony Robbins 
 

Day 4: “Theology is faith seeking under-

standing—understanding of yourself 

and… reality.”   James Luther Adams 
 

Day 5: “[L]iberal theology in general has 

been more comfortable with analysis than 

with prayer, more grounded in the head 

than in the heart.”    Paul Rasor 
 

Day 6: “The things of the spirit go by 

many names—faith, God, oneness—but 

they are all grounded in something that 

we call theology—…the sweet, earnest, 

bumbling attempt by us human beings to 

take serious things like hope, death, iniq-

uity, and transformation seriously.”    
William F. Schulz 
 

Day 7: “The emphasis on reason during 

the Enlightenment made it a central fea-

ture of liberal theology.”   Paul Rasor 
 

Day 8: [The Seven] “Principles emerge out 

of a theological tradition that can be traced 

back to the most radical, free-thinking 

branch of the Protestant Reformation.”   
Engaging Our Theological Diversity 
 

Day 9: “Religion is an experience—a feel-

ing, Schleiermacher called it. The liberal 

tradition in theology flows from this decla-

ration that religion is first and foremost an 

experience.”   Galen Guengerich 
 

Day 10: “In today’s burgeoning religious 

marketplace, Unitarian Universalists are 

exhorted to take our place at the table of 

theology. There is a hue and cry for pro-

gressive perspectives on sin and salvation, 

grace and God, prayer and justice, joy and 

mystery, forgiveness and death.”    
Tom Owen-Towle 
 

Day 11: “…reason continues to hold an 

important place in liberal theology even 

after it seemed to be displaced by experi-

ence.”    Paul Rasor 
 

Day 12:  “Protestant theologian Harvey 

Cox has often chided Unitarian Universal-

ists for being thick on ethics and thin on 

theology.”   Engaging Our Theological Diversity 
  

Day 13: “We neglect the responsible use of 

theology at our own peril.”    
Anthony Robbins 
 

Day 14: “The state of our world demands 

that we all become theologians.”  
Rebecca Ann Parker 
 

Day 15: “From the beginning, liberal the-

ology understood itself at least partly in 

prophetic terms, as offering a critique of 

the larger culture.”   Paul Rasor 
 

Day 16: “In the mature religious journey, 

reaching within and reaching beyond are 

yoked movements. Evangelism is the out-

come of embodied theology.”    
Engaging Our Theological Diversity 
 

Day 17: “The old watchwords of liberal-

ism – freedom, reason, and tolerance – 

worthy though they may be, are simply 

not catching the imagination of the con-

temporary world. They describe a process 

for approaching the religions depths, but 

they testify to no intimate acquaintance 

with the depths themselves.”    
O. Eugene Pickett 
 

Day 18: “The principle things that concern 

me in theology are intimacy and ultima-

cy.”   James Luther Adams 
 

Day 19: “Because of its Enlightenment 

roots, liberal theology has emphasized 

reason and experience but tended to reject 

or downplay scripture and tradition.”   
Paul Rasor 
 

Day 20: “It will not be enough to offer 

people the opportunity to ‘build your own 

theology.’ They must be offered the free-

dom to build their own theology in the 

context of a community which is asking 

serious and probing religious questions, 

and has the courage to make deep and 

profound affirmations...”   David Bumbaugh 
 

Day 21: “Unitarian Universalist theology 

is incomplete unless it is manifest in per-

sonal and institutional prophetic wit-

ness….”   Engaging Our Theological Diversity 
 

Day 22: “There is more to theology than 

meets the skeptic’s eye….”  William F. Schulz 
 

Day 23: “One theology cannot fit every 

kind of Unitarian Universalist today.”   
Engaging Our Theological Diversity 
 

Day 24: “A twenty-first-century theology 

needs nothing more and requires nothing 

less than a new Universalism.”   
Forrest Church 
 

Day 25: “All our theologies describe the 

diversity of our life experiences.”    
Thandeka 
 

Day 26: “Theology is the process of using 

language to describe 

certain kinds of experi-

ence; it’s what happens 

when the silence ends.”   
Galen Guengerich 
 

Day 27: “Progressive 

religion has the alterna-

tive spiritual resources 

needed for the challenges of our time and 

it has long countered the follies of reli-

gious fundamentalism…. We need less 

bad religion and more good religion….”    
John Buehrens and Rebecca Ann Parker 
 

Day 28: “Understanding the principles of 

liberal theology, its sincere open-

mindedness, its emphasis on clear think-

ing and its commitment to social justice 

provides us self-assurance to deal with the 

complexities of life.”   Bruce Russell-Jayne 
 

Day 29: “The best way to understand the-

ology is to see it, not as the study about 

God (for there are godless theologies as 

well as godly ones), but as the investiga-

tion of the convictions of a convictional 

community….”   Mark Morrison-Reed 
 

Day 30: “Liberal theology empowers the 

self by affirming free will, insisting indi-

viduals can determine for themselves 

what is good.”   Bruce Russell-Jayne 
 

Day 31: Theological reflection becomes 

important precisely at times when human 

beings find themselves at an impasse be-

tween what they have inherited from tra-

dition and what life throws at them.”  
Rebecca Ann Parker 

Readings from  
the Common Bowl 
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Systematic Theology 
Rev. Kirk Loadman-Copeland 

     Unitarian Universalist minister, 

Charles S. Stephen, Jr. writes, “I wish for 

you the thrill of knowing who you are, 

where you stand, and why. Especially 

why.” This is why theology is so im-

portant. It is the “where we stand and 

why.” Unitarian minister John Haynes 

Holmes once wrote, “But when I say 

‘God, it is poetry and not theology. Noth-

ing that any theologian ever wrote about 

God has helped me much, but everything 

that the poets have written has at one 

time or another reached my soul!” Our 

challenge is to construct and articulate a 

liberal theology that is both poetry and 

passion, one that brings clarity and helps 

people find meaning and purpose in their 

life. We need a theology that will awaken 

our tradition to its prophetic purpose as 

well as its mission to transform people 

who will transform the world.  

     Rebecca Ann Parker, in A House for 

Hope: The Promise of Progressive Religion 

for the Twenty-first Century co-authored 

with John Buehrens, lays out a liberal 

systematic theology using the metaphor 

of a theological house to articulate the 

“frames that give our dreams shape and 

meaning.” (This is a metaphor that she 

presented at the 2002 LREDA Religious 

Education Fall Conference in Asheville, 

NC.) Parker and Buehrens write, “Each 

dimension of the house—including its 

setting within the natural world—

corresponds to one of the classic issues of 

systematic theological reflection. Theolo-

gy, we suggest, is architectural—it pro-

vides a framework for human life. It is 

also ecological—it creates an interactive 

system in response to a specific environ-

ment. And it is archeological—it unearths 

artifacts from the past that can inspire 

our imagination and understanding 

now.” 
 

The Garden: Where are we headed? 

Eschatology (study of the doctrine of last 

things) Eschatology is the topic in theolo-

gy that deals with the ultimate “end” of 

life and of the earth. Parker writes that, 

“Progressive eschatologies come in three 

major forms, all of which move earth-

ward. They hope for the recognition and 

realization of paradise on earth, rather 

than after death or after the end of this 

world. …These three alternatives can be 

identified as Social Gospel eschatology, 

universalist eschatology, and radically 

realized eschatology. Each can be cap-

tured in a sentence: ‘We are here to build 

the kingdom of God on earth,’ ‘God in-

tends all souls to be saved,’ and ‘Paradise 

is here and now.’” 
 

The Sheltering Walls: Who are we/

Whose are we as a people of faith? Eccle-

siology (study of the doctrine of the church) 

According to Rebecca Parker, 

“Ecclesiology asks, ‘What is the nature 

and purpose of a religious community? 

What brings the religious community 

into being and holds it together? How 

does the community define the relation-

ships and roles of its members? What 

rituals and spiritual practices align the 

community with what it understands as 

the sacred, the source of life?’” In Unitari-

an Universalism, two concepts are at the 

core of our ecclesiology: covenant, the 

promises that bind us together in com-

munity, and beloved community, which 

captures what we want for our congrega-

tions and for the world. 
 

The Roof: How do we understand Ulti-

macy/Divinity at work in the world?  

Soteriology (study of the doctrine of salva-

tion) In Unitarian Universalism, we un-

derstand salvation as achieving whole-

ness in this lifetime. Parker, capturing 

our Universalist spirit, writes, “Salvation 

is fully arriving in this life, turning our 

faces toward its complex realities and 

engaging our whole being in creative, 

compassionate, loving interaction with 

what is at hand. Salvation is the birth of 

full aliveness, the incarnation of divinity 

in the flesh of human life together. Salva-

tion is not something one possesses indi-

vidually: it is something one participates 

in communally, including in communion 

with those who have come before.” 
 

The Foundations: What matters most? 

Theology Proper (study of the doctrine of 

God) Theology Proper deals with the sub-

ject of God. The Rev. Forrest Church was 

fond of saying, “Tell me about the God 

you don’t believe in. I probably don’t 

believe in that God either.” In his book, 

God and Other Famous Liberals: Reclaiming 

the Politics of America (1992), he wrote, 

“God is also not God’s name; God is our 

name for the highest power we can imag-

ine.” He also wrote, God is a name for 

“that which is greater than all and yet 

present in each.”  
 

The Welcoming Rooms: What is the na-

ture of humanity? Theological Anthropolo-

gy (study of the doctrine of humankind) In 

terms of the human person, traditional 

theology posited a dualism of body and 

soul, while modern liberal theologians 

assume the body and soul are not sepa-

rate components of a person, but two 

facets of a united whole. Rebecca Parker 

suggests that topics relevant to theologi-

cal anthropology include “what it means 

to be human, what it means to live in 

right relationship with the divine, and 

(Continued on page 7) 
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Parents as  

Resident Theologians 
Roberta and Christopher Nelson 

(The Rev. Roberta Nelson is Minister Emeri-

ta of Cedar Lane Unitarian Universalist 

Church in Bethesda, Maryland.) 

     We began our journey as resident 

theologians when our two-year-old 

daughter, heather, found a dead bird in 

the yard. She wanted to know “why the 

bird could not fly.” Our conversation 

started with the death of the bird, but 

over the next several months it became a 

recurring theme as she wrestled with 

her realization that death was not lim-

ited to the bird, but was ultimately an 

experience of every living thing, includ-

ing herself. Her sharing with us was 

profound. Along the way, Heather and 

her younger sisters, Joy and Jennifer, 

have been our guides. They have chal-

lenged and frustrated us, they have 

shared and struggled with us, and they 

have grown and changed us. It is an 

adventure we would not have missed. 

We have been as much a part of their 

religious growth as they ours. Because 

we have entered freely into the conver-

sation process with them we have 

reaped the benefits of their fresh insight, 

puzzlement, and perception. We never 

imagined having all of the answers. We 

shared with them our own yearnings 

and questionings and encouraged them 

in theirs. Sometimes the adventure was 

exhilarating, sometimes painful, always 

rewarding. By being open to the process, 

we all have charted our religious jour-

ney in the company of trusting compan-

ions. (Source: Parents as Resident Theologians, 

1984, UUA) 

 

Family Activity:  

Tough and Tender Experiences 
Rev. Richard Gilbert writes, “Religion is 

the result of the tough and tender expe-

riences of life.” Liberal theology is based 

in-part in experience and in our feelings 

about those experiences. Have each fam-

ily member choose two experiences 

from the past that continue to be mean-

ingful: one that was tough and one that 

was tender. Share the stories about the 

tough experiences first, and answer two 

questions: “What did you feel?” and 

“What did you learn?” Repeat this with 

the tender experiences.  
 

Family Activity:  

A Language of Reverence 
Have each family member write down 

words that they associate with church, 

religion, spirituality, and nature. Parents 

should create two lists: words from their 

childhood, and words that they have 

experienced as an adult. Compare the 

lists and come up with one list of words 

that appeared on everyone’s list. Going 

in a round,  have each person share 

what a word means to them, and why or 

why not they think it is important. Do 

the same with each word on the list. 

Based on the sharing, what are the 

words that best capture your family’s 

“language of reverence. “ 

Family Matters Wisdom for Life  

 

God Revised 
Rev. Kirk Loadman-Copeland 

     The Rev. Dr. Galen 

Guengerich, Senior 

Minister of All Souls 

Unitarian Church in 

New York City, is the 

author of God Revised: 

How Religion Must 

Evolve in a Scientific 

Age (Palgrave Mac-

millan, 2013, New 

York). The impetus for the book began 

in 2009, when Guengerich developed 

and presented a nine-hour series of 

presentations at the UUA’s General 

Assembly in Salt Lake City, as part of 

the UU University program track in 

theology. Entitled, Theology for a Secular 

Age, this tour de force 

was riveting. In it, he 

engaged the following 

questions: (1) How do 

we know what we most 

truly know? (2) What is 

the nature of existence 

and how do we fit into 

the picture? (3) What in the world is 

divine — if anything? (4) What is the 

uniquely human challenge? (5) What is 

the purpose of faith and the role of reli-

gion? (6) What does it mean to be a 

religious community? (7) How shall we 

live in order to transform ourselves and 

our world? The book takes up each of 

these, as well as the central role 

Guengerich ascribes to gratitude as 

both discipline and ethic. He asserts 

that the proper response to the gift of 

life is gratitude; however, we can only 

ever hope to make it an ongoing re-

sponse by making gratitude our disci-

pline. Guengerich then writes, “The 

point of fulcrum for an ethic of grati-

tude is the point where the capacity to 

decide (wisdom) and the ability to act 

(courage) are present.” Acting out of an 

ethic of gratitude is a way of multiply-

ing and sharing goodness. 

     Another factor that led to the book 

was All Souls Aspires, the strategic plan 

that All Souls adopted in October 2009. 

(Continued on page 8) 
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 Introduction to the Theme 

vant to modern people.” 

    James Luther Adams’ influence on lib-

eral theology and Unitarian Universalism 

from the 1930s until his death in 1994, 

was dramatic. In the book, Transforming 

Liberalism: The Theology of James Luther 

Adams (2004), George Kimmich Beach, a 

student of Adams and a Unitarian Uni-

versalist minister, assembles Adams’ pro-

lific writings into a coherent, accessible, 

and compelling theology, a task that Ad-

ams himself never had time for. Beach 

writes, “Adams articulates theology ‘in a 

prophetic key’ because he believes that 

social relevance and ethical commitment 

are touchstones of an authentic faith. Pro-

phetic faith yields a theology of hope. It 

means proclaiming in the face of present 

injustice, a justice to come, and in the face 

of present hatred and fear, a peace to 

come—both as moral commitments and 

as articles of faith. It means knowing that 

the sin of religion is ‘cheap grace,’ offer-

ing spiritual comfort without ‘the call to 

make some new sacrifices.’” 

     Adams was both a champion and a 

critic of Unitarianism, his adopted faith. 

He served on the Commission on Ap-

praisal that produced the landmark 1936 

report, Unitarians Face a New Age, that 

helped revive Unitarianism. In 1939 he 

wrote, Why Liberal? and followed that in 

1940 with The Liberalism that is Dead. 

These launched his mission, writes Beach, 

“to transform religious and political liber-

alism into a realistic, resilient, and indeed 

transforming cultural force.” 

     The 1963 report, The Free Church in a 

Changing World, that followed the crea-

tion of the UUA in 1961, included a sec-

tion entitled, Theology and the Frontiers of 

Learning. In that section, the authors not-

ed, “In most other churches, theological 

quandary is personal. It is not institution-

al. With us, on the contrary, theological 

quandary is not personal, it is institution-

al.” Elsewhere they wrote, “Our theology, 

far from being mature in any evolution-

ary or historical sense, is in fact in its ear-

ly stages.” The section concluded with 

five specific recommendations including 

the creation of an institute for advanced 

study of theology. The institute was never 

created. This may explain, in part, the 

Commission of Appraisal’s four year fo-

cus on theology that led to their 2005 re-

port, Engaging Our Theological Diversity. 

The report explains that the Universalists 

and Unitarians “differed in theology and 

polity, social biases and cultural empha-

ses,” which may explain why “the pro-

cess leading toward consolidation fo-

cused minimally on theological differ-

ences and primarily on resolving method-

ological issues.” As Rev. Roberta Finkel-

stein, a former member on the Commis-

sion on Appraisal, wrote, “We took two 

religious movements, each with clear and 

distinct historical roots and at least some 

clear and distinct theological assumptions 

(such as the oneness of God, the goodness 

of God, the universality of salvation) and 

merged them organizationally without 

attempting to sort through the theological 

issues. In fact, we seem to have dealt with 

the thorny issue of potential theological 

disharmony by essentially banning all 

theology from the newly formed move-

ment!” The Commissioners concluded, 

“Arguably, this is the underlying reason 

for this report: to address the issues left 

unresolved at the time of consolidation.” 

The report’s recommendations included 

focusing on theology as an Association, 

encouraging theological literacy, and pro-

tecting theological diversity in our con-

gregations. The irony of these recommen-

dations was the fact that a Unitarian Uni-

versalist renaissance in liberal theology 

had already begun in 1985. 

     The third act of Unitarian Universalist 

liberal theology is recounted in chapter 8, 

Rethinking the Traditions, of Gary Dor-

rien’s third volume. There he includes the 

work of three Unitarian Universalists: 

Forrest Church, Thandeka, and Jerome 

Stone. Between 1985 and his death in 

2009, the Rev. Forrest Church 

wrote or edited more than 20 

books that laid the founda-

tion for what he would even-

tually form his Universalist 

Theology, the organizing idea 

for his last book, The Cathedral of the World 

(2009). Thandeka’s provoca-

tive book, The Embodied Self 

(1995), calls for a return to 

liberal theology’s beginnings 

in the theory of affective 

feeling (Gefühl) articulated 

by 19th century German theologian Frie-

drich Schleiermacher that placed feeling 

before knowing (by reason) in religious 

experience. Jerome Stone’s work, begin-

ning with The Minimalist Vi-

sion of Transcendence: A Natu-

ralist Philosophy of Religion 

(1992), has focused on reli-

gious naturalism, which is an 

approach to religion and spir-

ituality that is devoid of supernaturalism, 

one that is aligned with our seventh prin-

ciple: “respect for the interdependent web 

of all existence of which we are a part.” 

     To these we can add works by other 

Unitarian Universalists: Is God A White 

Racist? A Preamble to Black Theology (1997) 

by William R. Jones, A Feminist Ethic of 

Risk, rev. ed (2000) by Sharon Welch, Soul 

Work: Anti-Racist Theologies in Dialogue 

(2002) edited by Marjorie Bowens-

Wheatley and Nancy Palmer Jones, Sci-

ence and the Search for God (2003) by Gary 

Kowalski, Faith Without Certainty: Liberal 

Theology in the 21st Century (2005) by Paul 

Rasor, Reason and Reverence: Religious Hu-

manism for the 21st Century (2006) by Wil-

liam Murry, A House for Hope: The Promise 

of Progressive Religion for the Twenty-first 

Century (2011) by John Buehrens and Re-

becca Ann Parker, and, just published, 

God Revised: How Religion Must Evolve in a 

Scientific Age (2013) by Galen Guengerich 

(see page 5 and following).  

     Let the Renaissance continue! 

(Continued from page 1) 

 6 



what it means to love and be loved.” In 

the end, we need a realistic anthropology, 

not one mired in the notion of original sin, 

but one that takes seriously Unitarian 

minister A. Powell Davies’ belief that the 

purpose of life is to grow a soul. 
 

The Threshold: What are we supposed to 

do? Missiology (study of the Great Commis-

sion) Parker writes, “What constitutes a 

progressive missiology today—one that 

offers an open door to hospitable inter-

changes as essential to the flourishing of 

life? What thresholds do we need to cross 

to establish peace? The word ‘missiology’ 

is from the same root as missive and mes-

sage—the calling to bring something to 

others, to the world—and to receive, as 

well, what others bring to us.” In liberal 

theology, mission is grounded in plural-

ism, which is an approach to diversity 

(religious, political, etc.) that uses respect-

ful engagement. Diana Eck characterizes 

pluralism as the energetic engagement 

with diversity, the active seeking of under-

standing across lines of difference, the encoun-

ter of commitments (our commitments with 

the commitments of another), and respect-

ful dialogue.  
 

The Windows (portals for the Spirit): 

How is the Spirit among us? Pneumatology 

(study of the doctrine of the Holy Spirit)  

Parker writes, “How might liberal religion 

reclaim a doctrine of the Spirit—a pneu-

matology (from the Greek pneuma, 

‘breath’ or ‘wind’)…?” We have extended 

her metaphor by suggesting that the win-

dows in a home are the portals for the 

Spirit: open them wide and let the wind 

rush in with its renewing energy. Parker 

notes that, “Today, many people say, ‘I 

am spiritual but not religious.’ They want 

to connect more deeply with the Spirit, 

but they have little confidence that the 

Spirit is going to show up at a worship 

service or religious ritual. …But if we are 

going to more fully realize the common-

wealth of God, we need a pneumatology 

that goes beyond the highly individualis-

tic, narcissistic ‘spirituality’ of contempo-

rary culture. We need one that helps to 

identify how we can cultivate collective 

responsiveness to the Spirit that truly 

makes for holiness and wholeness. Hu-

man beings often need sanctuary. But so 

does the Spirit.” 
 

Architects and builders of faith: Who 

was Jesus? How does he relate to other 

founders of religions? Christology (study of 

the doctrine of Christ) Extending the home 

metaphor further, it is necessary to focus 

on the architects and builders of religion. 

Unitarian Universalism has been distin-

guished by its affinity for the religion of 

Jesus rather than the religion about Jesus. 

John Buehrens writes, “This means living 

the religion of Jesus, in his prophetic spir-

it, by performing the mitzvot of feeding 

the hungry, clothing the naked, healing 

the sick, proclaiming liberty to the op-

pressed, and saying that now is the ac-

ceptable time for justice, healing, and rec-

onciliation.” 
 

Library of Wisdom: What is the liberal 

religious canon? Bibliology (study of the 

doctrine of revelation and the Bible) In a 

house that becomes a home for liberal 

theology, we will surely find a library. 

Instead of only housing the Christian New 

Testament and the Hebrew Scripture that is 

called the Tanakh by Jews, and not the Old 

Testament, our library will include the 

sacred scriptures of all the world’s reli-

gions, as well as works of philosophy, 

science, poetry, history, fiction, and more. 
 

House Blessing: What does it mean to 

live out of original blessing? Harmartiology 

(study of the doctrine of sin) We end the 

house metaphor with a house blessing, 

given that liberal theology is grounded, 

not in original sin, but in original blessing. 

The words of a house blessing said by 

George Bailey in the movie, It’s a Wonder-

ful Life, come to mind: “Bread - that this 

house may never know hunger. Salt - that 

life may always have flavor. Wine - that 

joy and prosperity may reign forever.” 

(Continued from page 4) Theology 
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Five Smooth Stones 
Rev. Kirk Loadman-Copeland 

     Prior to 

going into 

battle with 

the Philis-

tine, Goli-

ath, the 

shepherd 

David 

chose five smooth stones out of a nearby 

brook to use with his sling. The stones 

were the weapons that he used to defeat 

Goliath. In a sense, they were his power 

arrayed against the power of the sword 

that Goliath wielded. In the end, the five 

smooth stones proved to be decisive.  

     In a 1939 essay, Guid-

ing Principles of a Free 

Faith, James Luther Ad-

ams identified the five 

smooth stones of liberal 

religion, which are the 

basis for the power that we wield in the 

world as a religious movement.  

     First, Adams said that revelation is 

continuous, which means that truth is 

neither static nor absolute. New truth is 

always emerging and everything in ex-

istence is subject to critique and, as ap-

propriate, modification.  

     Second, relations among people 

should be based on consent, not coer-

cion. This is the basis for democracy, 

which, when practiced well, can be 

powerfully transforming.  

     Third, as religious people, we have a 

moral obligation to establish a just and 

loving community, both within a con-

gregation and in the wider world. Our 

church does not exist solely for the ben-

efit of our members, but for the benefit 

of the world.  

     Fourth, good things don’t just hap-

pen, people make them happen. Adams 

said that, “Good must be consciously 

given form and power within history.” 

     Fifth, the resources available for 

change justify an ultimate optimism. 

This does not mean that change will be 

either easy or quick, but the resources 

do exist if we have the energy, courage, 

and wisdom to obtain and use those 

resources. 
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Theme for Discussion 

Liberal Theology 
Preparation prior to Gathering: (Read this 

issue of the journal and Living the Questions 

in the next column.) 
 

Business: Deal with any housekeeping 

items (e.g., scheduling the next gathering). 
 

Opening Words: “Every theological house 

has its doorway—its point of entrance and 

departure. …Thresholds are sacred places 

symbolizing the permeable boundary be-

tween a community’s inner circle and the 

wider world. They mark the importance of 

movement between shelter and adventure—

of arriving home and of setting out. They 

invite reflection on the relationship between 

those inside and those outside a given 

framework of meaning.” Rebecca Ann Parker 
 

Chalice Lighting  (James Vila Blake) (adapted) 

(In unison) Love is the spirit of this church, and 

service is its law. This is our covenant: to dwell 

together in peace, to seek the truth in love, to 

serve human need, and to help one another. 
 

Check-In: How is it with your spirit? What 

do you need to leave behind in order to be 

fully present here and now? (2-3 sentences) 
 

Claim Time for Deeper Listening: This 

comes at the end of the gathering where you 

can be listened to uninterrupted for more 

time if needed. You are encouraged to claim 

time ranging between 3-5 minutes, and to 

honor the limit of the time that you claim. 
 

Read the Wisdom Story: Take turns reading 

aloud parts of the wisdom story on page 1.  
 

Readings from the Common Bowl: Group 

members read selections from Readings from 

the Common Bowl (page 3). Leave a few mo-

ments of silence after each to invite reflec-

tion on the meaning of the words.  
 

Sitting In Silence: Sit in silence together, 

allowing the Readings from the Common Bowl 

to resonate. Cultivate a sense of calm and 

attention to the readings and the discussion 

that follows (Living the Questions). 
 

Reading: “We are here at this threshold, the 

threshold of a house of study, where minds 

and hearts are on fire; the threshold of a 

house of spirit where prayer and contempla-

tion take us deeper; the threshold of a house 

of hope for greater justice and compas-

sion in the world; the threshold of a house 

of history that can inform our present lives 

and link us to a communion that crosses the 

boundary of death; the threshold of a house 

of preparation for the thresholds we will 

lead others to cross, for the thresholds yet to 

come….”  Rebecca Ann Parker 
 

Living the Questions: Explore as many of 

theses questions as time allows. Fully ex-

plore one question before moving on. 

1. Where are we headed? What will the 

future be?  

2. Who are we/Whose are we as a people 

of faith? Who has a claim on us? 

3. How do we understand the divine at 

work in the world, regardless of how 

we define it? 

4. What matters most? Paul Tillich framed 

this as the ground of being and/or ulti-

mate? He said that what concerns us 

ultimately becomes our God. 

5. What is the nature of humanity? 

6. What are we supposed to do? What is 

our mission as a liberal faith? 

7. How does the Spirit move among us? 

What kind of energy emerges from our 

being together? 

8. Who was Jesus? Is he important in Uni-

tarian Universalism? Why or why not? 

9. What are the books that we hold sacred, 

the books that we turn to for wisdom? 

10. What does it mean to live out of origi-

nal blessing?  
 

The facilitator or group members are invited 

to propose additional questions that they 

would like to explore. 
 

Deeper Listening: If time was claimed by 

individuals, the group listens without inter-

ruption to each person who claimed time.  
 

Checking-Out: One sentence about where 

you are now as a result of the time spent 

together exploring the theme. 
 

Extinguishing Chalice  

(Elizabeth Selle Jones) (In unison)  

We extinguish this flame but not the light of 

truth, the warmth of community, or the fire of 

commitment. These we carry in our hearts until 

we are together again. 
 

Closing Words  Rev. Philip R. Giles 

(In unison) May the quality of our lives be 

our benediction and a blessing to all we touch. 

Small Group Discussion Guide 
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The first of four strategic initiatives is Artic-

ulating Our Faith, which calls the congrega-

tion to become more theologically literate. 

One of the actions under that section called 

for the book that became God Revised. 

      Siding with atheists on the one hand and 

traditional religionists on the other, 

Guengerich writes that, “A central premise 

of this book, and perhaps its most contro-

versial and counterintuitive claim, is that 

God is not supernatural, and yet belief in 

God is necessary.” 

     Guengerich recounts his own journey, 

one that takes him from an extended Men-

nonite family filled with ministers to Man-

hattan and Unitarian Universalism. His 

journey was prompted by the search for a 

modern God, a God that does not require 

suspending reality in order to believe. 

      His mastery of the material is wonder-

fully evident in his ability to present chal-

lenging philosophical and theological con-

cepts concisely and with clarity.  

     Just as humanity has had to evolve its 

ideas of the universe based on the discover-

ies of science, we must evolve our idea of 

God in order for it to elegantly co-exist with 

science. While his approach may not please 

either atheists or traditional religionists, he 

charts a compelling third way in the tradition 

of liberal theology. He says, “Especially in a 

scientific age, we need a God we can believe 

in—a source of comfort and hope. We need 

a way of being religious that doesn’t insult 

our intelligence but unites us in community, 

grounds our morality, and engages our 

world with compassion, a world that still 

holds more mystery than answers.” This 

book is an important addition to the liberal 

theological canon. I commend it to our cler-

gy and our congregations. 

(Continued from page 5) God Revised 

Wisdom for Life 
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