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The Essex Hall Lecture 1985

The Unitarian Movement:

Projections and Realities
Dr. Duncan Howlett

NEED I1SAY HOW GREATLY HONORED I AM to stand in
the succession of speakers who have addressed this
assembly down the years as the *“‘Essex Hall Lecturer®.
My gratitude for your invitation is profound, not only for the
distinction you confer upon me, but also for the opportunity it
provides to speak bo you.

The reporis of your General Assembly that have appeared
in The Inguirer in recent years are not very reassuring. Appar-
ently a great many of you look upen this lecture, not as the
intellectual climax of your deliberations as it was intended to
be, but as an exercise in boredom to be endured and forgotten
ns soon as it is over. | should like to make this vear an excep-
tion, if possible, for there are important matters an assembly
like this might considar.

Our denominational vitality here in Great Britain, in North
America and world wide leaves & lot to be desired. While
Christinn Evangelicalism and Islamic fanaticism prosper, we
Unitarians languish, our numbers perhaps constant, but our
pmmg;anndnmlnrmerlmmﬂnulhnmﬁﬂrmhgmuﬂmm
munity guiescent if not ail an end.

Why? What ails us? | have an answer to suggest, With
vour indulgence, I should like to go further and propose a
plan of action. Not all of you will like it, be sure of that. Many
will reject out of hand both the analysis and the remedies that
seem to me to suggest themselves. But no matter. If o debate
should result, that will be just fine, and the hotter the better.



I
The Problem

Roughly speaking, the loss of vitality that characterizes
our movement has been in evidence for a cen oOF more, since
the second half of the Nineteenth Century. Since thal time
there has been some alaboration and clarification of theological
issues then under debate, but little more. In the United States
the basic issue emerged clearly in 1868, At the first annual
meeting of the newly organized National Conference of Uni-
tarian Churches hald at Syracuse, New York, the Preamble to
the proposed Constitution was under debate. The main body of
delegates wanted the Preamble to state that the denomination
was under the "'Lordship of Jesus''. A minority, under the
leadership of Francis Ellingwood Abbott, felt very strongly that
any such declaration was too dogmatic for the Unitarians. As
a substitute, Abbott proposed the following: “'The object of
Christianity is the universal diffusion of Love, Righteousness
and Truth,”". A solid majority favored the more traditionsl
language, however, adopted it formally, and the minority
departed from the Conference to form a new organization of
their own which they called the Free Religious Association.

I will not burden you with more history since our object is
not to review the past ur.tuluna:a; it, then ai the present and
see what both have Lo indicate about the future. For Unitarian
Universalism in North America the present is very enlightening
in view of the struggle at Syracuse in 1866. What was then
thought to be radical and divisive is now on the way to being
written into the Constitution and By Laws of the Unitarian
Universalist Association. We in North America have just
concluded a lengthy review of our Principles and Purposes as
stated in our By Laws, After extensive study and debate we
preliminarily adopted new language at our General Assembly
at Columbus, Ohio last June. If you have not seen it, you will
find the statement upon which we finally settled very illumina-
ting in the light of the debate that began with Emerson and
Parker a hundred and fifty years ago and reached its first
institutional climax in 1866,

It reads: We, the member co jions of the Unitarian
Universalist Association, covenant to & and promote

# The inherent worth and dignity of every person;

# Justice, equity and compassion in human relations;

Acce of one another and encoursgement (o

:pu‘fum;ruﬂmnurmwmn

A free and responsible search for truth and meaning;

+ The right of conscience and the use of the demoeratic
le:f" within our congregations and in society
at iarge;

# The goal of world community with peace, liberty and
justice for all;

# Hespect for the interdependent web of all existence

of which we are a part.

*
*

The Hﬁngmﬂinnmahamdfam &;lmmmymum 4

* experience of that mystery an
wonder, affirmed in all cultures, which moves us to
o renawnl of the spirit and an openness to the forces
which create and uphaold life;

* Waords and deeds of prophetic women and men which
chall us to confront powers and structures of
evil with justice, compassion and the transforming
power of love;

* Wisdom from the World's mll.xma‘ i which inspires
us in our ethical and spiritual life;

+ Jewish and Christisan teachings which call us to
respond to God's love by loving our neighbors as
oursalves;

# Humanist teachings which counsel us to heed the
guidance of reason and the results of science, and
warn us sgainst idolstries of the mind and spirit.

Grateful for the religious plurnlism which enriches
and ennobles our faith, we are inspired to deepen
our understanding and éxpend our vision, As free
congregations we enter into this covenant, promis-
ing to one another our mutual trust and suppart.

You will notice that the Declaration of Principles falls into
two main divisions. The first s a ‘covenant to affirm and
promete’” certain things, most of which most religious people
would also affirm and promote. Such differences ns might
appear would rise from a different understanding of precise
word meanings. The second major division delineates the
varipus sources from which the Unitarian Universalist Asspcia-
tion of churches declares that it draws its living tradition.
Hore basic differences with other religious groups in American
society are no less hard to find. Few of the mainline churches



would have difficulty affirming that their present living tradi-
tion was derived in part from “‘direct experience of transcend-
ing mystery and wonder affirmed in all cultures; the words and
deeds of prophetic men and women; wisdom from the world's
religions {ie., non-Christian religions); and humanist teachings
on the guidance of renson and the uses of science”'.

The one element in the North American list of sources from
which that living tradition is said to be drawn on which the
mﬂinlmachnmhmw-uuﬂnhlrpljdiﬂarhlhllmﬂh which
reads: **Jewish and Christian teachings which call us to res-
pond to God's love by loving our neighbor as ourselves''.
While the mainline churches would agree that the Golden Rule
is paramount among Jewish and Christian ethical teachings,
bnthl'ﬂulﬂdlﬂﬂrlhu‘plrhdﬂllhﬂidﬂlufumglhguutthh

rticular teaching ns uniquely significant among all the others
r.hu are to be found in either tradition. Bath would also object
to the idea of a single Judeo-Christian moral precept as one
among many sources of their particular tradition. In contrast
with the very broad American Unitarian Universalist list of
sources, both Judaism and Christianity would emphasize the
richness of their own tradition and the central place of that
ffttdilimhlwliﬂuflhamuulnfwhkhthadhmu

The point is, both Judaism and Christianity would find
little in the North American statement to quarrel with. Both
would claim virtually all of it. But having acknowl input
from sources outside their own tradition both wou o on to
emphasize the centrality of their own religious roots. Both
would concede that the Unitarian Universalist statement is
all right as far as it goes but that it does not begin to go far

encugh.

If the North American statement of Principles and Pur-
poses does not make the difference between the Unitarian
Universalist position and that of the mainline churches suffic-
iently clear, did it mark an advance in our denominational
thnhl}g?ﬂn-tm‘a!lj, it seems o me. What il did do was to
establish the position of the movement theologically at the point
where the Free Religious Association tried to establish it over
& hundred years ago.

And yet there is a sense in which the North American
slatement can be seen as o significant, albeit an unintended
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lt-nphln:ltﬂ.n:l thev:rl ully:pnnm.g As we noted, the stale-
mient asseris tha niversalist association draws
mhvmgtndmun&mm:m among them °'Direct
experience of that transcending mystery and wonder, affirmed
in all culfures, which moves us to a renewal of the spirit and
an opénness to the forces which create and o life'".

Think about that for & moment. If those words mean what
they seem Lo mean, we have hero the elements of a theological
affirmation. All of us can agree that what we call religious
experience occurs very widely among all people, including
Unitarians. But as soon as you begin to delineate the nature of
that experience willy-nilly you are into theology whether you
mean to be there or not.

Let us put the question « How many of you would
agres that o religious experience is a ""direct experience of
transcending mystery and wonder'? What is the mystery
you experience? Most of us would have quite different notions
utnhnwthuquuunn should be answered. Then there is
that adjective *‘transcending’'. That means “‘above and beyond
the universe or material existence'’., How many of you are
vﬂlﬁgmafﬁmﬂlu? Many of you, no doubt. But many more

The North American statement further describes the
transcending nam:aunnulha.l. ‘movies us W oo renewal
nfthaup:ril: an openness W the forces which create and
uphold life’". Are we ready to affirm officially as Unitarians
that such forces exist and that they move us to a renewal of
the spirit? What are these forces? What is the spirit, the
existence of which this declaration uhmwb&d._gu? (ar answers
o these questions would . And as Unitarians would we not
agraathulthulur.hapmiam“ Staiements like thess are
theological in nature and do not belong in an official Uniarian
declaration of Principles.

It is very easy to stand off and criticize the hard work
someone olse has done and [ do not wish to be cast in that
rile. Given the complexity of the problem and the varety of
theological opinion that prevails in the North American Uni-
tarian Universalist movement they could hardly have done
better. The Commission on Principles and Purposes is to be
commended for achieving a statement that was adopled
virtually by acclamation. Neverthaless, now that the process is
complete, or nearly so, it behooves us to have a look st the
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result, to try to see it for what it is, to assess its worth and to
see, if wo can, what it may indicate for the future.

When we do this, we discover to our dismay that the
rocess by which b}'-i.l.mlmadnptnd any religious _g,'mup.
E: particular one that is democratic .
dangerously close to the hywhnﬂ:.thacread.uu&ﬂhriutf-
andnmwm.uduptadml.g: early centuries of our ern. A prop=
osal designed to resolve a theological issue is written out,
debated, modified and uitimately adopted by an authoritative
bady. How else can it be done — unless by a decres issued by
o single individual? The long process followed by the North
American Unitarian Universalis{ Associstion shows how
difficult it is in religious matters to find language upon which
p-mplal:mu.gma In my mind it also shows how difficult it is

to say oi all without becoming theological and there-
fnmulduumamrn:udﬂ the very thing the Unitarians most want
not Lo do.

Institutionally then, at least in North America, we seem
now to be moving in the wrong direction. Although we are
gaying to one ancther and to the world that ours is a non-
doctrinal approach fo religion, institutionally we seem to be
moving toward a statement of our position in doctrinal terms.
While we declare explicitly that we do not bind anyone by our
declarations, we are nevertheless marked by those declarations
or they are meaningless and the elaborate process by which we
arrive of them is futile.

There is a further problem, an old and continuing one,
which the new statement of Principles with its theological
overtones only accentuntes. The movement to which we all
belong, American, Canadian, British and others elsewhere,
does not sirike those outside ouwr movement as being very
different from that of other liberal churches. Many Unitarians
would also agres. There is little excitement within our ranks
generally and seemingly none on the part of the general
public with regard to us. We are no longer seen as theological
leaders out on the cutting edge, & threat to the stability of the
standing religious order. In fact, such theological excitement as
there is today lies elsewhere, Yesterday it was with the Death of
God and Christian secularist movements; today it is with the
Christian Evangelicals and the Eastern sects,

What of British Unitarianism? It is not for me to attempt a

statement of the situation here, but to an American observer it
appears that, ke us scross the Atlantic, you have not moved
far in recent years, theologically ﬂpankmg To be specific, who,

would you say, has advanced Unitarian thinking beyond the
point fo which James Martineaw brought it in his Sead of
Authority in Religion, published in 18907 All of you recall the
late John RHobinson and the sensation he created with his little
book Honest fo God. He was not a sectarian radical. He was o
bishop of the Church of England. [n subsequent writings, he
retreated from the extreme position he took in Honest to God,
but he was never censured. No one thought of excommunica-
ting him. He had only given voice to liberal views which pre-
vailed in the Anglican Church generally, and were accepted by
most lay people.

You are familiar with the SPCK book Christian Believing,
A Report by the Doctrine Commission of the Church of England
published in 1976, Professor A.C. Adcock, in a review in Faith
and Freedom, says this official statement of faith by a Commis-
sion of the Church of England ""does not tell Christians what
they ought to believe ..., There is no question of "intellactusl
obedience” or the need t-l.'r Euu.}ﬂh or evict the unorthodex. This
ia much more an éssay a how to de theology,'” Adcock
continues, “*how to integrate one's religious experience and
commitment with intellectual and emotional honesty and how to
talk about one’s religion in the light of all the other truths,
insights, derived from other desciplines .... It is almost com-
pletely open minded,"" Adcock concludes, "It deals with
believing rather than belief .... It deals with the problems of
justifying faith rather than with the solution of such problems. ™
Becouse of the open-mindedness of the Report, Adcock con-
cludes, some critics have hinted that the Chairman, Professor
Wiles, may be a Unitarian in disguise.

You may feel that that is a compliment tous. We do indeed
girive for open-mindedness even if we do not always achieve
it. But g very seripus question arises. We chose and E:Iorllmnd
a position of open-mindedness in religion long before the
Anglicans. Two hundred vears llgz Jm h Pri wWis
driven from your shores to ours by that sam urch
because his open-mindedness was nlimuiw to it: people.
Yot the movement Priestley and the others be continued on.
We today are the descendents of those bold spirits. But that
was another day. The reforms our forebears sought have now
been achieved. That being so, should we not now refoin the
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great established Chureh and lend our strength toward its
continuing reform? Given the fertile ground indicated by the
Commizsion's Heport, would we not accomplish more there
than carrying on as we are with our few little scattersd
churches? It is & sobering question.

Is thare then no real difference betwesn us and the hibérala
who dwell contentedly in the mainline churches in your land
mdmmmaﬁﬂmuﬂmmyﬂgmmmﬂfuk
whmmwedlﬂarfmmthemunuﬂhmg basie? ““We are
as liberal as you,'’ they tell us. "WemJndnathampmb
ance of other religions. Like you, we too seek rq:prudmmnt
with them. True, we sail under the Christien banner,’ they
continue. ' After all, that is who we are. To be sure, we use the
ancient practices and creeds of our church, bui we Interpret
them very freely and we do not feel bound by them literally.
Our history shows, as yours does,”' they continue, ﬂr-m$
movement toward broader concepts, a deeper understanding of
the impact of modern thought upon ancient tradition, and an
increasing readiness to modify our theological position
gecordingly.”’

What do we say to all of this? It isn't enough to reply that
we are & little broader than they or that we go further in de-
emphasizing Christianity and much further in acknowledging
the importance of traditions other than our own. As a result we
are driven to ask ourselves, many of us for the first time: What
as a movement are the Unitarians really up to? What is our
basic motivation? Are we & movement, the thrust of which has
been to liberalize Christian doctrine? We are called Unitarians
because we split with Christian orthedoxy on the doctrine of
the Trinity, declaring that we believed in the unity of God and
the humanity of Jesus, But was that all our forebears were
saying? Was that all they cared about? Was that their moti-
vation — to strajghten out Christisnity on one of its basic
teachings? Certainly the main body of Christian churches
thought so. But is that what those early Unitarians really
cared about? More to the point — is that what we care sbout
most?

L1
The Solution

Who then are we? How do we differ from other liberal
religious groups? What is distinctive about us? Wherein Lies
our identity? I think there Is an answer to this question. It is
already present in our movement. In fact, it has long since been
present and has often been voiced in different ways by our
leading thinkers. In the time that remains | should like to lay
before you what I believe to be the identity toward which all
of the things we have said and done point.

If we go back to writers like James Martineaw, L.P. Jacks
and J. Estlin Carpenter we shall find that a common thread
runs through them all, uniting them as a body of thinkers quite
apart from the particular doctrines with which they might have
been concerned. They were united, | suggest, by their common
insistence on the right to say what they were saying and to do
what they were doing. They were united in their demand that
they be given the liberty to speak, as well ns by their departure
from traditional Christian dogma. In short, they are united by
their common attitude toward all dogma.

All alike held that the formulation of theological ideas is
not sacrosanct, that such formulations are transient, subject to
growth and change as mowledge increases and human under-
standing broadens and deepens. That principle brought them
all to the conclusion that churches should be non-dogmatic, the
opposite of the Christian position. Churches must not be
organized around 8 creed, they held. Creeds must not be
allowed to become fixed and final. Interpreting them in the
broadest possible manner as the Doctrine Commission recom-
mends is still not enough. No creed s possible — none at all —
because the forrmulation of religions ideas [s to be expected
constantly to grow and change.

This is what we have been saying and are still saying, or
ought to be saying, as | see it: that credalism is not possible in
any true church. We go yel further, or we should. We have
been saying all along, and we should now be saying more
clearly and forcefully than ever, that the teachings and the
practice of any church — of any religious institution — our
own included — must be subject to constant review and restate-
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ment, constant broadening, widening, deepening as our human
understanding grows.

There is little that s novel in all of this, We have been
saying things like this for a long time. What we have not done,
however, is fundamental. We have never clearly stated in so
many words that this is who we are. We have never clearly
said that our distinguishing festure is not that our doctrines are
liberal, although they are — often so liberal that we are called
secularists, ngnostics, humanists, stheists and what not else.

Some one or another of us do in fact hold such doctrines.
But we are not divided thereby, Our distinguishing feature is
our attitude toward whatever doctrines are held by any church,
including our own. We are distinguished by our belief that all
doctrines and dogmas are at best formulations of what we think
the truth may be. They are subject to constant review, change,
development, improvement. This is who and what we are.
It is this that distinguishes us, and it is time we stood forth and
sild s0.

We are aware that our attitede toward official theological
statements inevitably carries a negative connotation. Neverthe-
Lma,uurpum‘tinnirﬁ:uw.natnagativa.i'-'anrwhﬂﬂﬂr
and do what we do use of what we are for — not what we
are st. And what is that? | have called it the '"critical way"'
in religion. There are many ways in which we humans may go
about the business of being religious. Without bogging down in
definitions, [ use the word religious here in the broadest sense,
I suggest that in the Unitarian movement our way is the critical

WEY.

[ do not hold to this particular language. Unfortunately, the
word eritical further emphasizes the negative connotation that
clings to our point of view and for that reasen it is not altogether
a happy choice. Even though it is derived from the Greek word
“kritikos’ which means "able to discern or judge™, in the
minds of most people the word "critical'’ has taken on the
popular meaning of *'inclined to criticize severely and unfavor-
ably"’. Many people are unable to separate the term from that
nogative aura. The original Greek meaning, however —
namely, the ahility to discern or judge clearly, objectively and
dispassionately, is an exact description of what 1 believe our
goal and standard as a religious movement to be. If you can
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help me find a better word — one that does not have any
ive connotations — I shall be most grateful. Meanwhile,
o batter, *‘critical " or kritikos'" — to keep to the Greak
noun, as we speak of mythos and ethos — is the word 1 shall
use,

And so [ put this question to you point blank, as it were.
Is this not who we are? Are we not a church which, in the total
spectrum of things religious, seeks to follow the critical way?
It should be clear that first and foremost we are 8 church in
gvery sense of the word. We do what other churches do and
unite with them in the rdle we would play as 8 religious insti-
tution, Like them we gather in fellowship to worship that which
we believe to be the highest. Our concern for the welfare of
our fellow creatures of all faiths is total: st least that is the ideal
we cherish. Again, with all religions we seek o understand
oursalves as persons, the universe in which we dwell and the
meaning of life. In all of these riles we are united with our
fellow religionists everywhere. We differ from them all — and
herein les the contribution we make to the religion of human-
ity — we differ from all the others by following the critical way
in all of our religious endesvors, We differ from them also, in
our conviction that the critical way is the best way in religion,
as it is in life. That is why we have chosen it.

In saying this we must be careful to point out that the
eritical way is the goal we pursue. Unhappily it is not as yet an
sttainment of which we can boast. Many of the membars of
our churches think of themselves as liberal Christians, as
Christian Unitarians, Christian Universalists, ss secularists,
agnostics, humanists, atheists, what-not. Unfortunately, these
designations are thought by many to be very important. In the
wider religious community they are, specifically in the Judeo-
Christian tradition. Quite naturally many of our people accept
that thought pattern. They are accustomed to separate religious
people along doctrinal lines, and for them, pluralism in religion
is the answer, They hold that the Unitarian movement should
claim pluralism as its distinguishing denominational mark.
Oirs is a kind of umbrella church, they say, within which
people of differing theological persuasion dwell together in
harmony and mutual tolerance,

And what is the matter with that? some of you may de-
mand to know. We are pluralist in our theological views in point
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of fact. Why not say so and be done with it? For one single
fundamental reason: because pluralism in religion is theologi-
cal and the characteristic that is most peculiarly ours is our
non-theological stance. Pluralism divides people off from one
enother on the basis of their theological opinions. The critical
way in religion unites them on the single principle of hritikos.
We hold that in most cases theological views do not tell us what
is important about people. At the theological level we hold the
critical way to be the only valid approach to whatever set of
theological ideas we may choose to hold. And [ am asking you:
is this not who we are? Is this not what we hold in common?
Is not this conviction — that all theclogical views must be
subjected to hard critical testing — is not this conviction
central with each of us and fs not that what we hold in common
with one another?

I go further and ask: if this be so should we not say openly
and clearly that we have adopied the crilical principle as our
way in religion? Should we not declare to the larger religious
commumnity in which we would have a place and play our part
that this is who we are and thai our advocacy of this principle
is our contribution to the religion of humanity?

In fact, should we not go further still? Should we not also
paint out o distinctive aspect in the origin of our movement?
Should we not begin saying more forthrightly than we have
heretofore, that our religious roots, like most of the religions in
Western culture, are in Jerusalem and Judeas, but that they are
in Athens s well? Do we not need to say more plainly than wa
ever have before, that the tradition to which we belong is Greek
as well as Jewish and Christian? Are not our religious forebears
Moses and lsaiah, Jesus and Francis, Luther and Calvin; but
glzo Xenophanes and Socrates, Averrofs and Erasmus, Cast-
ellio; Tom Paine and Robert [‘ugermlﬁ" We stand in o greet
tradition which we have largely ignored. We hardly know the
names of the religious leaders who in earlier times sought to
do in their generation what we would do in ours. We need to
recall the bigotry they confronted, and the cournge they had
to demonstrate to hold to the position they took. We need to
know the suffering many of them endured and the martyrdom
that was the lot of all too many.

To do this would not be attempting to invent an identity
for ourselves, It would not be o matter of scratching around in
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history to find some pllurhIe and respectable antecedents.
It would be a matter of self discovery, It would be a matter of
identifying those who have gone before us in whose debt we
stand. We should learn who shaped the heritage we now enjoy.
‘We should tell our children about them and let them be inspired
by the originality of their thought and the nobility of their
deeds.

If we know who we are; if we sense our unity and the

common commitment that binds us together, let us state it
with the boldness and clarity our forebears summoned. Within
pur denomination, both here and on the North American
continent, wa have been saying for a long time that the truth is
not now end cannot be fully in hand, that truth-finding and

ing 18, as far as we know, a never-ending process.
We have said further: it is for this reason that we are a non-
dogmatie, non-credal church.

If all of these things add up to the critical way in religion
then let us say so. And as true followers of the critical way, we
will not even be dogmatic about that. We will content ourselves
with saying that as seekers of the mest valid form of religion
we can find, we have chosen the critical way as the best posa-
ible way to attain it. If there is vet a better way let those who
balieve they have found it stap forward. Lat them ba heard. Lot
us give them our full attention. Let us weigh with the utmost
care everyvihing they say. But if we lind their counter proposals
wanting — if after all, the critical way still appears to be the
best, let us stand forth and say so.

If we can agree that our way, distinctively, s the critical
way we then face another question — one of enormous size and
import which, no doubt, has been troubling you all along. After
wa hl'lm: da.lli with our religious opinions critically, do we have
any opinions left? If so, what are they? And if our opinions are
always being tested, revised, dropped or added to, how can we
live by them? How can we ever know what to do or what to
think?

The first and most profound discovery made by followers of
the eritical way in religion concerns the nature of truth. The
eritical mind sees truth, not as an Absclute off in the sky
somewhere, but as & sol of formulations made by hiaman beings
here on earth. For the criticel mind, truth is not something
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revealed from on high, truth is something we are always
moving toward here gnd now. Truth is the best statement we
ean make about the Ultimate, the Really Real, the Absolubs, As
we follow the critical way our ability to formulate such state-
ments widens and deepens. And so our body of knowledge and
the convictions we derive from it also widens and deepens. In
short, the whole corpus continually grows.

All right then: granting for the sake of argument that we
humans possess a body of knowledge and of conviction steadily
growing in scope and clarity as we work at it, what are some of
the elements in it? Here are a fow examples. For some few
centuries pow we have been exchanging the Bible story of
nﬂl‘.lmﬁﬂrl.hdiduuim universe, Al the same
tima we have been exchanging the Bible story of the origins of
life and of humanity for the evalutionary view, We have also
been exchanging the ancient idea of miracles for the concept of
a universe in which deities do not intervene in the natural
order of events,

In what sense can we be said really to beliove in an expand-
ing universe, in evolution, or in & relatively ordered non-
lous world? In the same sense in which we believe the
garth is not flat but a sphere: the same sense in which we
believe in the law of gravitation, in relativity, in guantum
mechanics, querks or black holes. We believe these things
because great minds equipped with grest instruments, making
use of the vast body of knowledge the human race has accumul-
sted, have reached these conclusions. Critical minds have done
this. In their thinking they have applied the critical standards
we believe should be applied everywhere, incluoded.
We trust their work because their methods their results
are open for all to see, Lo check and {o revise where revision
seoms (o be necessary.

The opinions of these thinkers may vary as to detail.
But for the most part they agree ss to fundamentals. Wa
believe the same is true for religion. We vary greatly from one
another s to detail in our beliefs. Bul in fundamentals like
evplution and the idea of an expanding universe, we are
pretty much in accord. Meanwhile the debate continues as to

of the currently accepted formulations is the best. And
a3 the debate continues, ideas grow, change, are modified or
abandoned entirely as newer and better ideas emerge. Such is
the body and contént of our belief and such is the way it grows
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end changes,

.hfu.utlur,gu#ing gestion persists and must be dealt
with. Can aver ormulations of trath provide us with
knowledge that is enough to depend upon? Can such
fluidity provide us with guideposts by which to find direction
for living? Criticism is necessary of course but criticism carried
too far reduces religion to rabble, it is said. Certainties become
probabilities and the dependability religion hes always
provided — the certainty we require for living — vanishes. But
the critical mind finds no such dependability in the !nppmnd
certeinties of religion. Anclent documents, sacred texts
sanctified by centuries of use are not secure from dﬂu
does not render ideas reliable. Formulations of l:m::apu and
ideas are reliable, however, when they have been tested
ritested, modified and changed, and so rmm'. the accum-
ulsted wisdom of centuries tested in open

We now chart our course in this manner in almost every
area of life excepting religion. In child rearing for example —
and what is more important than that? — the debate goes on as
to what rules to follow and you and I have to decide what
to do with our growing children even while the experts argue.
| am only asking that we bring our religion up to date. 1 am
saying that Unitarians are religious people who seek to do this.
They are a people who strive in religion to do what they are
nccustomed to do in virtually every other aspect of their lives,
to think in concepts that are contemporary, not ancient, and
to grow and change as our concepts are clarified and improved.

People today follow the critical way in science and in-
dustry, in aducation and the ars, in economics and politics.
At least most of them try to, That i= the standard, That is the
goal. If so, then [ ask why not in religion? Why in religion do
wa cling to ancient texts, striving to hold to the old words
while interproting them for contemparary use? Why in religion
do we cling to a mindset two thousand years old when in
everything else we strive for the mindset of today or even
tomaorrow?

E.%'
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Conclusion

How are we to achisve the identity we seek? We have
meraly to back off and have & look ot ourselves: to see ourselves
a5 others seo us. Despite our theological differences we have
long been aware of a basic consensus thet unites us in & com-
mon enterprise. We sea it on every hand — in the sermons we
prénch, in the talks we give, in the books we write, and in
sidewalk conversations. All we need do is get that consensus

into language. How?

Let a great debate now begin amongst us. Let whomever
will, come forwerd and say who and whal we most uniguely
gre g5 Unitarians. Let there be no restrictions as to who may
enter the lists. Let no committes be appointed. Lét no commis-
gion of denominational leaders, howewver sble and carefully
chosen and however representative, be charged with the
rosponsibility, That is the old way. We know its pitfalls all too
well, Let everyone with an idea come forward. Let overy
proposal be heard, weighed and considered. Let every counter
pmpuul T fﬂu an equal hearing and equal consideration,

agis of whet we hear, let us move toward @
mmmua

Let us now begin doing purposefully what we have always
done [natinctively, speak what I8 in our hearts, and hear with
courtesy and serious intent what those who disagres with us
have to say. Let the process go on, purposefully, with view to
eschieving agreemaent as to who we are, what we stand for, how
we differ from other religious movements and what, that is
distinctive, we would contribute to the religion of humanity.
I suggest that, in contrast to aimost all other religious move-
ments, ours is distinctivaly the critical way in religion. What

do you say?
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