
What do UU’s Believe?

Reading: Scruples by Stephen Dunn 

I’m so glad to be back. My summer was full of travel and writing. I missed you, and I heard you had a pretty good time with Pat Jobe.  That’s good.   Part of my summer was vacation and study leave, but two of the weeks were work for the denomination: I went to General Assembly for a week, which is the annual gathering of UUs for setting policy, worshipping together, and learning.  That was in Portland, OR. I was the keynote speaker for the Religious Educator’s professional meeting and I was one of two speakers at the workshop put on by the WORLD magazine on spiritual writing. I read a couple of pieces and sang “House of Love” for them and talked about what I think is important about spirituality and writing. It was a packed house and we had a good time – I wrote a little about that in the Unison newsletter.  One of the meetings I attended was about the rewriting of the Principals, and the denomination is asking for feedback from the congregations.  That came up again at SUUSI, the UU summer institute where I am one of the ministers for emergencies for the thousand UUs who gather there for a week.  Tom Rhodes, the minister in Raleigh, said he thought there needed to be more overt spirituality in the principles, and there was lots of good discussion after his talk,  so  I decided to preach again on our seven principles, and this is the first in that once-a-month series.
 The UU principals are not a creed, they are an articulation of what most UUs believe,































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































estruction that we make every day.   Let’s talk about our own inherent worth and dignity and that of those around us. This is more of a spiritual stretch than having a debate on Hitler’s inherent worth and dignity.  I’m telling you what I think it means, and I look forward to hearing your thoughts.  At first blush, it seems like a bland little suggestion.  Be nice. I think it means more “be kind.”  Nice is pleasant, sweet.  We’re supposed to be kind, and I think kind is harder than nice. The Dalai Lama sums up by saying “My religion is kindness.“  Is this what our first principle is talking about? To affirm another’s worth and dignity, you first have to agree that pushing a button to kill someone, no matter what good it will do you, is a terrible proposition, not to be entered into lightly. You may think that killing for any reason is wrong. You may not. There is room for both beliefs in this room, and room for questions. If, as the reading from Stephen Dunn suggests, the prevailing morality of the newest generations of Americans is that you can be casual in your thinking about killing someone if you don’t know them and you won’t get caught, our beliefs are necessary and should be voiced. Loudly. All over the place.   

  To affirm the worth and dignity of someone may require more on a daily basis than refraining from killing people who annoy us. It means that you encourage them, you listen to what they have to say, you challenge them if they have ideas that will hurt them or hurt those around them, you believe that they have to have the same rights as every citizen no matter what their skin color, ethnic background, sexual preference, political party, gender identification or religious practice.   You believe they have the same rights to community as anyone else, and you welcome them into your church. To affirm and promote the worth and dignity of people means you don’t beat them, not if they are strangers, not if they are your child or your wife or your husband or your partner or your date. You don’t behave sexually with people against their will, and you don’t behave sexually with children at all. That is a sure way to insult and injure a person’s sense of their own dignity, and even their worth. You know, these should be the kinds of things that wouldn’t need to be said, but they do need to be said, in every church in every town in the world.  Let them be said here.   We covenant to affirm and to promote.  “Affirm” means to me that we practice it, and “promote” means that we work to spread that practice.  We not only need to clear our own learned racism and homophobia, our classism, our inner violence, our sense of superiority on every front, we need to work toward the clearing of those evils in our culture as well.  The promoting of justice is where some of us fall down. We’ll affirm others’ worth all day long, but we’re shy or we’re tired, and promoting it is hard sometimes. 

Being kind does not mean keeping quiet when someone is acting unjustly. Niceness does not demand engagement with others, but kindness does.  I’m all for arguing, debating, and questioning. I’m all for pointing out the flaws in someone’s argument as long as I’m willing to having them point out the flaws in mine.    I’m all for calling people on their bad behavior as long as I’m willing for them to call me on mine.  If someone is being destructive, I think it is respectful of their worth to bring that to their attention, to say “You can do better than this.”  If people continue with destructive actions, I think it is respectful of their dignity and your own   calmly to withdraw from interaction with them until they begin behaving, as the I Ching calls it, “correctly.”


 I could be wrong, though.  Listen to this teaching story from the martial arts tradition: A young Japanese man was riding on a crowded train when a belligerent drunk made his way through the train car and began to insult passengers. The young man had studied martial arts for many years, and he felt his blood begin to boil.   


He stood up, blocked the drunk’s path, and opened his mouth to challenge him.  Suddenly he felt a hand on his arm. It was a frail old man. “Let me handle this,” the elder said, mildly. The old man invited the drunk to have a seat next to him. He began to talk to the man,   asking him questions about his life, looking him in the eye with kindness. After a while the man confessed that his wife had just died and he was in great pain; he had gone out and gotten drunk to numb his agony. The old man put his hand comfortingly   on the fellow’s shoulder, and he began to weep. Before the young man’s eyes the intruder was transformed from a villain into an innocent child.  If we look at one another through what  Rainer Maria Rilke called “soft eyes,”  we will grow in our understanding of  one another.  If we understand one another, we will have compassion for one another.  


Some of us are awful to ourselves, using words like “loser,” “failure,” “idiot,” etc. I don’t have to tell you that is not respectful of your own worth and dignity.  When you are feeling down, remember your own inherent inborn worth and dignity.  It will make you feel better. It will make you behave more correctly.  Let’s join in praying this Buddhist metta (lovingkindness) meditation.  we say it the first time for ourselves, the second time for someone we love. If you choose to do so, the third time say it with someone in mind about whom you are neutral.  Then, if you are feeling like a real spiritual stretch, pray it for someone you purely despise. If you can’t think of anyone you resent or despise, you didn’t need to be here for this sermon at all!

May you be free from danger. May you be mentally happy. May you be physically happy. May you have ease of well-being.

