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INVITE RESFONSES TO ‘CHRISTMAS’

QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS

He's a geninely good man, my evangelical Clhuwistian buddy of
some thinty years: He doesdt chheat on iy wife or his foxes. He's
yet to- kick Hre family dog. He works hard, loves s son and tells
some fourly racy jokes for a born-again Republican.

Since | leftthe evangelical fold in 1978, EUL (not his real name)
and | howve kept n tonch v spite of our religlons and political
Afferences. Egotustical as b may sound, Uf tihe nations of Hhe
world would show- He same commitment to- right relations ay my
bud and. |, the world would be a better place. Call U owr deep-
bond of recovering Appolachian redneckism or embarrass us botn
by calling Ut love, U totals up to- the same thing: friendsivip: The
real deal.

That friendsiip wos streteied taunt duwring He Greot Churistmas
Ducownrse of 1997. After my unceremonions exit from Hae folod of
the faltivful strefeied nto- Uy second decade, | hunk EW funally
gonve up ow re—~covwerting me and decioed to-toke a shot at
wnderstonding me. (What a gift; by the way.) And given Hrat |
had come back to- far Sowtrern Ohio for Hie holidays, | suppose
my good friend Hrought tivat Clhuwstmas wouwld be as good a tume
as any to- flnol out wirat Uberal religion Uy all abowt: v a most
orgoamnized, uwn-EW fashion, he had written down some tHivingy to-
runw by me. He even hadl a format i mind: guestion and answer.



QUESTION: l've always wondered, yow donlt believe thart the Bible
& frie, do- you?

ANSWER: If by “true’’ yow mean liferally accuaate, as v o
collection of writingy that contains everytiving we need to- kinow-
opouwt Ufe i general, and spirituality v portiendar, | howe to- say

o
How-come?

Yow suve youw wont to- get bnto- Hais?
[ can handle of Of yor can:

Okaoy. Becamse | learned just enougiv Hebrew and Greek to- kinow-
that tihe Bible contradicty iself: Over and over. Becanse iy clear
now- that the books of Hhe Bible stourted owt ay oral stories Hhat
were possed from generofion to- generation, not eyewitness
accovnty. Becawse we kinow- that tie seribes wio- copled down the
stories felt free to- chhange Hem Becawse the Bible was created and
that the stary were portivoles that God wsed to- keep o eye o
them at night: Becowse b makes no- sense that tive Bible w
wrelevant uv termg of selence, hWistory, physics, medicine, social
normy or geograpivy, but i somelow the go—to- religlows authvority
v all matters: Becownse the Biple deserves a better fote Hhan to- be
highh—jacked un ovder to- ratlonalize everytiving from reproductive
rights to- natural disasters to- homopiobia. Because...well, because
v spite of what all those well-meaning preacihers, teachers,
evongelists and. youtiv leaders told ws, EW, the Bible simply v not
the Uteral Word of Godl.

Seriowsy stnff: EW sighed, Twice. Then he recovered, noting
somewdat sourly as | recall, Hhat Uf my answers were goung to- be as
long as that furst one, | might get back to- Minnesotar i time for



Grownd Hog's Day. How- abowt | just skip the egghead words and
get right to- avswering the darn guestions?

Miffed that my pearly of wisdom went unappreciated, | allowed ay
how- most of the differences between iy theology and mind are
becawse of owr beliefs about the Buble, so- tharwos wivy | way so-
wordy ow the flrst one: He rolled iy eyes as iy way of saying,
whatever, without actually having to- say, whartever

QUESTION: So5 (f that’s how- yow look artthe Bible, yow don't
pbelieye cn God, rght?

ANSWER: Well, witichv image of Godl are yow talking abouwt? If
yowre talking apout Hhe fickle God Hhat acty o Lot Like an
usecure, highly dysfunctional fotirer, | have to- say that | dowt I+
all goesy back to-He Bible, EW. Were talking about a people wiose
Godl Hhat fovored tHhem above all otivers: (Whichy, by tive way made
sense of their vorlonsy captiaities) But do- | hane to- pledge
allegionce to- their seientificolly-challenged version of Gode in
ovoer to- be okay?

Cleared thuroot ande buttock shift o the otiver sioe of the bootiv
“Lm gonnd’ respond fo- yow affer 'm done with the guestiony,
okay?’ | gove a nod. He looked at iy notes.

QUESTION: So-yore probably don’t believe in Jesus, right?
ANSWER: Yow meawn, do- | Hhvink Jesins was divine? Durine, ay n
God? Son of God? No-

Based again ovw wirat we kinow- about the Bible, Jesuwsy b a mighty
murky historieal

flgure. Even tive oldest fragments of writingy abpout him have Litte
to- tell ws: But; Uf by

Adnine yow mean thot hiy Life shone witiv a love that comforts
and hauwnty me, then yes, | believe v Jesws: Ay one of tiose
“pounty -headed’’ scholary yow tease me abowt once said, | Hhink



Jesws way and s dangerows. | Huink he put love above self, and
Hhat'y alwoyy dangerows, wiretiver yow thvink like me or tHhink Uike

yow

Reght-..sodldl wmy redmneck friend. Notdivine, so- not partof the.. wact
a menfe...

QUESTION: ... Yow don# believe in the Trindty, ecther?
ANSWER: How-come yow keep asking questions that begun witiv
what | don#beliene?

Okoy, 'L play along. The answer iy now Back i Hre Haree—
hundireds there were people wio sald that Jesnsy and thve Holy
Spiurlt were equal to- God, yet separvate. (Hun?) And there were
plenty of people wiro- thought tivat U woy pure cdolatry to- make o
godl of even e o maw ay Jesns. So-they fussed at eacie otiner.
Guess wiose sioe won?

And another thung, EW The few- passages tivat get unterpreted as
Jesws cladbming divinity? Therere some of Hie latest; least credible
verses uv the Chuutianw seriptures! From wihat | gativer from thve
textsy and. the seiholars, even Jeswy knew-he wasn't diyine:

s right alpout here that EW, as e later told me, wanted to-
change tables. Sald he just wanted to- be ot least a few feet awoy

QUESTION: Okay, But; arenilt yow afraid of whatll happen when
Yow die?

ANSWER: Yep: Only saints and Uary arenlt afraid of deativ. Even
on my worst days, I'm not partiendorly energized by e thought
of the day | check owt

Yow know-thats not what l'm falking about



Yeah, | do- Intellectually, | dowlt kinow wirat happens wiren people
e Shoot, | dowt Hunk anybody kinows for certain wiat happens
wien people die. Unless yow cownt near -deativ experiences, | don't

| kinow- | coudd harve U all wrong, EW. Maybe Huings are black -
and-wirite after oll. Maybe the hell | wsed to- preaci abowt i my
born-again dayy will be waiting for me, complete withv 24/7
Celine Diow songy and looped showingy of Titandie:

Or, who kinows, maybe the early Universalisty were onto
sometiving: maybe we all get a pass: Maybe reincarnation iy trne.
Maybe we're matter retnrning to- matter. Dust fo- dust: Ashes to-
ashes. Or maybe we just get planted or baked and Hrat's Hhat:

EW, the difference betweenw wsy i that yow believe certain porty of
the Bible hold tie clnes o Hiy one; yow tink that we hase
some conditlonal control over wivat happens wiren we take the
old diurt nap: | dowt: Yow think heaven and hell are the only two-
optiony, and | thunk deativ L the suwrpruse wside the Buyg Cracker
Jack Bow of Life

Slence. EW asked Hre server for anotiver cwnp of coffee. More
silence.

One lagt guesfion:

Shoot:

So-why celebrate Christmay of yorre not a Chrisfian?

Whoa: Two Huings are going on un that guestion. Furst; Here are

plenty of ws wiro Ldentify asy Clhwristiany, just not the kind of
Chuwrstian yow hanve v mind. Jesws doest have to- dinine to- be



relevant: Second, for real, nows how long hay U been since
Chwistmas was taken seriowsly by the American masses as o
theological rativer Howm a soclal and commerciol event? We've
talked before about how Clhwistmas s Hhe end resudt of pagan
festuwaly pued onto- Jewusiv holy days pued onto- Scandinartan
folk tales piled onto- churc traditlons piled onto- Wal-Mart: EW,
to- borrow- from anotiver Unifowrion Universalist minister, yow
coudd be stark naked and harve a bone Huwouglv your nose and
sHUL findl joy un Chwristmas! Look here, siharing a Seder meal
doesnt make me a Jews attending o Kwanza celebrotion doesnt
make me an African Americon. Here's thve deal for me: wiren tire
nativity story s frreed from ol Hhe funky stuff, Py beantiful. Iy
tender bordering on magical. Ity hearing Hrat old story told again.
Iy singing those old caroly agaimn: Clhurstmas s kids. Iy Uights: Iy
peace... Ity seeing an old friend.

El comldnt suppress a small smide, blaspiemy ane all.
Sulence.
So, sadd |, your twrn Set me straighht:

Naty he sodlod, st smiling o tad. Ay wgnal, yow gaye me a
headache affer about yorr thivd paragraphs Youlve got yovsr mind
made wp;, and so- haye [ But | could tell that e wasnlt going to-
leane U that: Thus was not surrender, just tume—owt:

Yow know- o At win angthing here, right? [ mean, yow dont
think 'm swpposed fo- see things your way just becavse of how Yo
- ‘em?

Before | could say sometiving sappy about friendsiip or respect or
tolerance, EW woy looking past me, gwing the high sign to- owr
serven: Check please. And oy his frorns



Folks, | did very Litte to- punciv up tie story of the Great
Chwrstmas Discowrse of 1997. Honestly, Hhat's more or less how-
tHuings went: 'W save for anothver tume e ongoing encownters
which my friend does the talking wiridle | ask Hre guestions; trust
me, “EW’ holdy s own And e cuts me no- slacks just becanse I've
got a few letters after my name and. e doesnt:

LIBERAL RELIGION

INVITE RESFONSE TO LIBERAL RELIGION’

Ay we — the unabashed freetivinkers kinown as tie people and
minister of Nova Unitarian Universalist Chuwciv — begin a new
ministry uv New- Ulbm, Clhuwrstmas s ag goodl ar tume as any to- fnd
out wiat Uberal religion s all abouwt: 'm going to- gve yow tie
rather folksy, nickel tour of how owr chuurch dots what has
historically been called Liperal religion. But | won't stop Hhere, for
the rich diversity of owr tradition B never more obviows than tie
variows wayy we “do’’ Churistmas. Furst; lets define some terms.

Whewn | say liberal religion 'm talking about persons within any
tradition — Judaism, Clhurstianity, Islam, efe:, ag well as those
owpide ovganized fradifions — wivo- believe Hhat 1. religlons trutiv
(small 1) comes from many sources, and 2. religlon must be
adaptobple to- new trutv (small ). One need not be o polifical
Uberal to- be a religiows Uiberal, but 'd be lying if | told yow Hrat
Hie majority of religlows Uberals aren't Demotrats, Greens or
wndependents.

Whew | say Unitarian Uncyersalosts 'me referring fo- tive two
denominationy that merged. i 1961, each witr heretical rootsy un
early church councils, religiouws UWheralism un Romania and
Poland and, from the late 1700y forword, England. Unitorianism



was borw of the belief, based on seriptue and reason, Hat God s
one. (This iy U contrastto- Trinidarianism:) Universalism, also
based o seriptunre and reason, stated that Godls love b wninversal
and therefore all souly shall be restored o God (This iy in
controst to- the doctrine of hell.)

One need not be a UU to- be a religions Uberal; Loty of people the
from many sources, as well ay religlon as an elastic, evolving pourt
of Uife. But I've yet to- meet o UU wiho- iy not o religlons Liberal.

What does Uiberal religion look Uike? Ay Hie eyes of Nora membpers
and friends roll back bn their head v response to- hearing this
yet again, | believe Uberal religion (Uncluding Unitorian
Universalism) turng on Huree core values:

1. Reluglowy freedom
2. Relglows commumnity
3. Religlons activiszm

The first value, religlowns freedom, holds Hhat each of us Ly
capable of, and responsiiple for, building owr own theology. The
second, reiglons commumnity, exists to- aid eacih otiver un the
process of testing and living out owr beliefs: And, tHirdly, we
stand by

Hrie notlon of religiouns engagement — didrecting one’s Hime, foalent
and treasnre Ln the service other broken people, just Like wus,
Uving i o broken world, just Uike ws.

Yow knows love, like God, can mean everytiving and therefore
notiving. But love s the word | crhoose wiren talking about wiry
tihese Haree core values matter, for freedom, community and
Justice, lmportant as tHhey are, are means, not ends The end we
religlony Uberals seek Ly not unlike that of owr more ortivodox



friendy: Love. At owr best; we aim to- uncrease the sum total of love
within owr liaes, owr congregations ano owr worlo

UNITARIAN UNIVERSALISM: THE NICKEL TOUR

But enoughh about terms. What | want to- do- now- s to- uwite yow to-
see thurougl my eyes the basic evolution of Uberal religlon as
procticed unv my denomination, Uniforian Universalism

Imagine people gathering to- participate n the nightly ritual, say,
somewhrere un Stone Age England. One woman, wiro- lhas kindled
the ceremondal fire for sexveral years oy fallen UL, and a younger
woman, her dauvghter, lhasy been chosen to- Ught that night's fure.
Hoaing seen her motiver spork the dry leanves for so- long nows, she
knows exactly wiat to-do-

But the dauvglhter, o a wivm, decides to- stawt Hhe fure o the
northwest corner of the pit; not the souwthwwest as does her motiier.
Onlookersy, accustomed to- hawing Hre ceremonial flames spread
from the southuwest are taken aback: This i not howthe ritual
done! Surely Hilsy young woman kinows Hre proper procedunre,
Hunk Hre elders: How dare she flavnt tradition Like Hais!

Nows if His had happened here, Minnesota Nice wouldlve kicked
wn, and folks wouldlve gone along witiv Hie change for just tis
one fume rotiver than embarrasy e poor woman. (At least until
they got outsioe.) But periraps Stonerenge worsihvippers were not so-
kind. One of tie elders might hawe snateied thve flint and rock
from her handy, Hien proceeded to- kineel at Hre sowtHwest corner
where e began striking flnt against rock so- that Hie ritwal
remained, “wnoefiled’.

Goofy as that sounds, New- Ulm friends, | suggest that Liperal
religlon was born wiren Hie furst main or womain began



experiencing doubt and storted asking guestions. If sor, Hen we're
right to- ik of Uberal religion as the umpulse to- Huink owtsioe
Hie bow, not the property of any one denomination. Call U heresy
U yow will, but Uy origng are un the huwman breost, not the
desire to- demeoan tradifion. And Hhat way of religlon was born the
frst tume somebody asked wiry religlon has to- be the same,
yesterday, today and tomorrows

But that'y just conjecture. The rest of the story b not conjectimre.

Beguning withv the churci councily, especially those un the
Fourtiv Century, certoimn straing of thought were adopted and
othhers were condemned. Creeds were written to- distinguisiv tirve
accepted beliefs from the rejected ones: Dogma woas formed to-
Adustinguisiv, Uv more specific terms, orthodox (small o) Hreology
from heretical theology. The winners contunmed fashioning wiat
wowld become Catrolicism (recall Hiat Hie Orthvodox and Roman
traditions didwlt split untll 1054 C.E.) wirhile the heretics eitiver
kept guiet or moved wp the river valleys of Ewrope.

| coundd regale yow withv stories of martyrodom, drop- odd names Like
Foustuy Sociniuny and Michael Servetuy or fell yow abowt a shhort
period of time wiren unitforion (small W) theology was the norm
v a small kingdom. But suffice U to- say that tie heretics wiro
believed that Godl iy one, not tHhuwee, and Hrose tivat posited that
Godly uninversal love would preclnode hell Uself, serotcied togetiver
o few- congregations un Eastern Ewvope from Hre Fourtiv Centurry
througlv tive Elghvteentiv Enter Englisiv Universalism ano
Unitfarianism

Keep bn mind that in England, wnitarianism (small w) and
winiversalism (small W) were Hweological viewpointy long before

they were e names for full-blownw chunrces and denominations.
We can find traces of unitorian preacihving Here as eorly as 1615,
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yet some ninety yearsy wowld pass before the organization of Hre
furst Unitarrian (capital U) drnrc i England. Simidarly, clrenit
preachery were spreading o universalist message un e early
1700y, but a denomination by that name (capital U) would not
take shape

wintll o hapless, relatively uwneduncated messenger (Jobun Murrray)
crossed the otean fo- tie colondes nearly seventy -five yeary later.
But the two- didnlt always mix

The differences were more stork than owr modern minds con

In Uy earliest form — a Uberal version of
Congregationalism — Americon Uniforianism diok not
object to- an orthvodow reading of the Bible, including He
dottrines of hearven and hell, but primarily the doctrine
of the Trunity

In Uy earliest form — a scant number of New- England
hurches — Universalism ool not object to- e Trinitasion
fornmuda, bt primorily Hre dottrines of heanen and hell

Botiv were seen oy heretical, but for very different (and strongly -

held)

reasons.

The Uniforianism Hrat tie colonies indrerited from England
appealed, for the most part; to- e intellectual upper closses
— Unitarian ministers were expected to- attend seminary,
chief among them Havrvorro

The Universalism tivat was imported to- the colonies from
England woy, for He most pourt, a religlows viewpoint Hat
way most popudar among working-class folks — very few-
Universalist ministery had formal education of any kino
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Lets keep moving. The American Unifarian Assoclation was
founded in 1825, and the Universalist Chauwch in America was
ovgomnuzed v 1833, (Their offices were sy Hhan o mile aport) For
tHe Unitorians, this was o formal break from tive Congregational
Chanreh, ande UF wasnt always civile Property was disputed. Tax
money was fought over. For e Universalists, b was the formation
of a muciv Looser, weaker central body.

Quickly, letys do- some name-dropping. On the Unifarion sioe
there was Johun Adams, Abigail Adawms, Johun Quincy Adams,
Ralpiv Waldo- Emerson, Henry Thoreaw, Margaret Fuller, Dovrtrea
Dix, Swsan B. Anthony, Lowisa May Alecott; Charley Dickens, e.e.
cumunings, Nathaniel Hawtivorne, Johun Mton, Herman Melv-lle,
Henwry Wadswortiv Longfellows Johun Greendeaf Wikittier...

Ow Hre Uninversalist sioe there woys Benjamin Rusiv, Clava Bartow,
Thomas Storr King, Olympia Brown, Mary Livermore, George
DeBennenille, George Pullman, P.T. Barnuwm...

Lovd, we like calling the roll of owr saints! But we've got to- wrap
Huis up: Let me Ust just some of tie most important developments
wv the hwutory of Unifowrtan Unuwersalism:

o 1838 — Emersons “Dvinity School Adduress’’ and
Transcenoentolism

e 1840 — Brook Farm (Unitowrlan wtoplon commumnity)

o 1841 — Theodore Parker's “The Transient and Hre
Permanent un Clhuristianity’”

o 1841 — Hopedale Community (Universalist wtopion

e 1844 — Meadwille Lombard Theologlcal School (Unitarrions)

o 1852 — Tufty College (Universalisty)

o 1856 — St Lawrence University and Theologlcal School
(Universalists)
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1862 — Universalist Publisiving Howse

1863 — Ordination of Olympia Brown (Universalisty)
1867 — Free Religlowy Association (assortment of religious
Whperals)

18490 — Unuwversalist churches i Japain

1899 — Fust efforts towowrd merger of tire two-

: ..

1902 — Beacon Pressy (Unitarians)

1917 — First jount yowtr conference (Unitorians and
Universalists)

1931 — Second attempt to- merge the two- denominations
1933 — Huwmanist Manifesto (inclunded Unitorian and
Universalist clergy)

1939 — Unifarian Service Commitiee

1953 — Liberal Religiows Youtiv (LRY) (Unitarians and.
Universalists)

1956 — Thivd attempt to- merge Hre two- denominations
1961 — Unitforian Universalist Association (merger)

1964 — Frst resolution agaivust the Vietnam Wor

1965 — Jum Reeh (UU minister killed dunring protests un
Selma, AL)

1966 — Martin Luther King, Jr. speaks at General Assenmbly
1970 — Unitarcan Uncyersalist- World (denominational
magazine)

1970 - Officiolly affurms openly gay mew and leshians as
clergy

1971 — Abowt Your Sexvality (AYS) pubplished (jr. highv
carrievdanan)

1972 — Beacow Press publishes Pentagon Fapers

1983 — Young Religlows Unitarian Universalists (replaces
LRY)

14989 — Powrtner Clhrnrehe Program (UUA and Trovmsybanian
hunrcires)
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e 1991 — MNew York Times ad protesting Persion Gulf Waor
(400 UU ministers)

o 1994 - Jowyney Toward Wholeness (denomination-wide
FOLASN AMWONeINRSS)

e 1996 — General Assembply colly for el marriage for soume—
sex conples

e 1999 — Owr Whote Lives (OWL) replaces AYS

e 2000 — Elected first African American presiodent of the

UUA
o 2004 — Increased. puplic witness on beralf of same—sex
maorriage

o 2007 — “The Tume v Now?®’ (first national publicity un
nearly 40 years|

Forgiwe me Uf I've bored yow to- teary withe this whrlwind nickel
towr, but owr way of religion, despite Uy long history, can be
mighty confusing te first time around. Especially at Chwistmas
time. (Notice Hie smootiv, professional seque back to-tie toplic at
haund...?)

A RELIGIOUS LIBERAL’S CHRISTMAS

Under Hre category of shhameless self-promotion, tomorrow evening
W be joining Hre good folk of Nora Civurche for my fourtiv
Charstmay Eve service ay thelr minister. Given wirat I've saild here
thisy morning, yowl not be surprised of the UU Cluwistians among
poradigm of wirat b means to- be travysparent for the sake of Love.
The religlons hwmanisty will again wrestle withv some of He
words to- the carols. (Wihaty new?) Thwow- i e mystics, Hhe
agnostics, the Hheists, atheists and o Pagan or two, and | Hunk
evthver your head wll explode thot suche oo motley crew can get
along or yowWlb understond wiat | mean wiren | say that 'y not
owr beliefs that hold ws togetiver: Py our commitment to- o free
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and responsible searcie for trutiv Iy our wrge to- be among
kindred souds wiro- are, Hhemselnves, following the spiritual pativ
Haat feeds and swstaing Hhem: And. iy owr dogged. belief Hhat
thingy on Planet Eartiv could be better — tivat justice and mercy
andl peace are Godl i different clotires.

So;, heres e deal. By some folky standards were eitier
deluwsional, demonic or worse. So-be U (Hey, nobody’s perfect) But
wietiver yowre part of Nova Chawrcd, another religlows
commumnity or none ot all; wivether yow fund my Hreology
worthwinile, blaspiemons or just confusing; wiether this s a
Chwrstmas that wll have yow spending time witiv people yow love,
people yow dowt love or alone and stuck on Memory Lane;
whetiver yowre i a good place un your spinit; so—so- or deep L tie
Hwroes of an existentiol dilemma, | want to- steal some Humnoler
from tomorrow evening's service (more grotuitous self-promotion]
ond leanve yow withv these wordy from former UU mindister, Brice
Moarshhall, ttHed, “A Complicated Churistmay’’:

READING

Merry Churistmas.
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