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ONE 


The first time I walked into a Unitarian Universalist congregation, I 

knew I was home. I was twenty-two. In college. I had recently decided 

to be an English major and still couldn’t believe that I could actually 

earn a college degree doing the two things I loved most: reading books 

and writing.  


The group was small. Lay led. Predominately college professors and 

their families. The services were usually led by a member, and the 

presentation was either something that the speaker was researching 

or thinking about a lot recently, or an examination of some social 

problem. No candles. No chalice. No music. Announcements consisted 

of time for anybody who wanted to to say whatever.  


As I said, I knew I had found a home—this was a do-it-yourself church. 

Board meetings consisted of meeting during Coffee Hour, and whoever 

showed up among the members voted on whatever needed to be 

decided. We had three board positions: president, who presided over 

the votes; treasurer, who deposited the money in the checking 

account and paid outside speakers and rent on the room we met in; 
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and the program chair, who did the hard work, which was keeping up 

with who would be speaking next.  


The only membership requirement was signing the book.  


I spent the next twenty-five years of my life in that sort of UU group. 

And, to tell the truth, that’s still my ideal: a radically democratic, 

radically dynamic group of like-minded individualists.  


Now, I realize that might be a terrible confession to make for someone 

who is a Senior Minister and head of staff at an old and complex 

institution. (And don’t get me wrong: I LOVE my job) 


But I think it’s clarifying to think about our ideals sometimes: my ideal 

congregation is democratic, and flexible, and everybody knows and 

cares about everybody. It’s a community.  


And—I don’t think that’s an impossible ideal for a congregation this 

size. Achieving that just takes more intention in a larger 

congregation . . .  



What is your ideal congregation? Perhaps it’s a large congregation, 

with new people always showing up, and faces you’ve never seen each 

week. A large congregation with professional music every week; and 

speakers with national reputations who make the news when they 

come to speak.  
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Maybe you have no interest at all in how things get done—how much 

we spend on paperclips. No interest in ordering and making coffee. 


With the way we live now—fifty and sixty hour and more work weeks; 

the kids in every imaginable extra-curricular activity; long commutes 

and endless traffic and never enough sleep—with the way we live, it’s 

almost impossible to find time to even show up for an hour, let alone 

be expected to bring cookies for coffee hour.  


Well. You certainly don’t want to be a part of a small congregation 

then. But here, we’ve got leaders and we’ve got audience. We have 

room for both.  




 TWO 




But before we look further into that question, allow me to take a step 

back. Because, you see, Unitarian Universalists don’t “do church” like 

most denominations.  

It’s easy to miss that fact, if you’re new to our movement.   




!  4

We don’t “do church” like most denominations because of our 

theological history—how the founders of Unitarianism and 
Universalism reacted against the church structures of their time.  

Remember that Roman Catholicism developed along the lines of the 
political systems of the day: emperors, kings . . . men in charge.  

In the European Restoration period, some people, “protestants,” 
began to protest against both the political structures of the time and 
also the church structures of their time.   

The way Unitarian Universalist s“do church” comes directly from the 

Puritan movement of the English Civil War period, that time when 
some radicals ultimately decided it was perfectly acceptable to God—
contrary to long tradition—that they remove their king’s head. . .    
Radical. And it isn’t surprising that the royalty of the day weren’t 
particularly keen on keeping these sorts around.  

What these radicals—known to us nowadays as Pilgrims, Puritans, or 
Separatists—were up to is well exemplified, I think, by the last words 
that one minister, the Rev. John Robinson, said to members of his 
congregation as they sailed away to England from the Netherlands to 
join another group of dissenters and board the Mayflower. This short 
speech, delivered in 1620, is called “Farewell at Delfshaven,” and here 
it is:  
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I Charge you before God and his blessed angels that you follow 
me no further than you have seen me follow Christ. If God 
reveal anything to you by any other instrument of His, be as 
ready to receive it as you were to receive any truth from my 
ministry, for I am verily persuaded the Lord hath more truth and 
light yet to break forth from His holy word.  
 
The Lutherans cannot be drawn to go beyond what Luther saw. 
Whatever part of His will our God has revealed to Calvin, they 
(Calvinists) will rather die than embrace it; and the Calvinists, 
you see, stick fast where they were left by that great man of 
God, who yet saw not all things. This is a misery much to be 
lamented.  
 
For though they were precious shining lights in their time, yet 
God has not revealed his whole will to them. And were they now 
living, they would be as ready and willing to embrace further 
light, as they had received. 



Now, the fact that the church that these parishioners sailed to 
Plymouth to found is today a Unitarian Universalist church indicates 
that the beliefs that Rev. Robinson preached, plus something like 
four-hundred years, equals Unitarian Universalism. The deepest 
beliefs of those religious seekers are our deepest beliefs. We do 
church as they did church. 
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Notice some things about this little speech: yes, there’s the usual 
Lutheran bashing—and Calvin bashing—but Rev. Robinson was 
saying two very radical things: 

First, “follow me no further than you have seen me follow Christ.” 
This is still an expectation in the Unitarian Universalist movement: we 
don’t ordain ministers and then think those ministers are somehow 
extra-holy or levitating. We don’t think our ministers are special—we 
expect our ministers to walk the walk . . .  all the time. But, really, 
minsters are regular folk, like the rest of us.  

The other radical thing that Rev. Robinson is preaching is the very 
core of our tradition: that truth continues to be revealed to us. Or, 
more radically, we human beings continue to find more and more 
truth, and we must continue to modify our beliefs according to these 
new truths.  

Now, what does this have to do with First Unitarian Society? 

Most congregations have as their foundation what they see as eternal 
truths. They work in a hierarchy. Top down.  

Since those old Puritans believed in the INDIVIDUAL discovery of 
truth, they could not allow hierarchy. It was anathema to them. Each 
member of the congregation was on a separate path toward truth.  
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As a corollary to this, the churches they set up in Massachusetts were 
all individual. Each congregation discovered truth for itself. 

And, still today, each congregation is on it’s own. The Unitarian 
Universalist Association does not give US money, we give them 
money. They do not give US directions—we give them directions.  

And the “power”—whatever that is—is this congregation, is yours. 
Not the UUA’s, not mine. I get to stay here only so long as YOU think I 
walk the walk.  

We are still following Rev. Robinson’s directions to those people who 
hopped on a ship and took off for Massachusetts a long time ago.  


THREE 


  

Some of you participated in the Forum this morning. The Board asked 

for your vision of the future of the Society. What will it look like in 

thirty years? 


Those of you who were here remember that last fall we asked you to 

write your aspirations for the year on a slip of paper. I stacked these 

into categories. And the number one aspiration for the Society, BY 

FAR, was that we get our message out and grow.  
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And we have been growing this year, mostly by word of mouth.  


Another thing many of you mentioned is communications. (Or the 
lack thereof.)  

We hired a media consultant who is looking at all of our internal and 
external communications and how those work. We have a lot of work 
to do in getting our communications going in the right direction.  

It’s good to criticize what isn’t working. And communications don’t 
work all that well here. We’re working on that.  

Also, as part of a consistent message to the outside world, our media 
consultant is working on a logo. That may sound like a small thing, 
but in our media-saturated world, consistent branding is important. 
Stay tuned.  

Speaking of media, we are cooperating with the other downtown 
congregations in the Minnesota Multi-Faith Network. We’re going to 
be doing TED-talk style debates on religion. There’s an insert in this 
morning’s order of service with all the information. 

Another aspiration was “more”—more opportunities to get to know 
people in a deeper way.  
We hired a consultant for small groups, Jim Foti. The idea is to get 
people to really know each other and to deepen those relationships 
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beyond just chatting with a coffee cup in your hand. Many of you are 
participating in these small groups.  

You’ve also noticed that our hard-working kitchen committee has 
been providing a hot meal almost every Sunday. Everybody isn’t 
dashing out the door after Assembly. People are sticking around and 
getting to know each other better.  

You’ve noticed the hard work Membership Coordinator Wendy 
Reynolds and the Membership Committee have been doing in 
sponsoring get-togethers. Our Connect and Reflect at Loring Kitchen. 
The jam session, that is bringing in UUs from all over the Twin Cities.  

You asked for it! This is YOUR congregation. 

Criticize when you see something that needs fixing. Come to me. Talk 
to our Board members. But you don’t want to be like the guy Goethe 
describes in his poem . . .  


The soup might surely have had more spice;  
The meat was ill-browned, and the wine wasn’t nice. 


Yes, criticize, but commit to fixing the problem.  
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We have a unique message and unique mission. We are one of the 
few, and one of the largest, explicitly humanist congregations in the 
US, the largest one in the Unitarian Universalist Association.  

We have a message that atheist, agnostic, and theist can be in 
community together, exploring the most important—and the most 
divisive—of human thoughts.  

We have a message that there can be a positive Sunday morning 
experience without bashing other religions.  

We have a strong religious education program that teaches kids 
about religions in a positive, open way. We have kids with parents of 
mixed religious background. We aren’t out to sway a kid away from 
the religion of a grandparent, but to look honestly at the world’s 
religions, then get out of the way so that children can find their own, 
individual truth.  
You’ve also said more for our RE program.  

Rev. Robinson would be proud.   



Four 
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The future is in your hands and in your vote and in your commitment 

to the Society.  


Where do we go from here?  


What WILL First Unitarian Society look like in thirty years? 


You decide! 


One vision I hear a lot is the wish that First Unitarian Society become a 

center for humanism.  



I’m on the board of the Unitarian Universalist Humanist Association, 
the humanist group inside the Unitarian Universalist Association. The 
consensus on that board is that humanism needs to sustain 
institutions—instead of being fractured into tiny, diffuse groups. My 
message to the Huumanist board is simple: Hey, look over here! We 
have an institution. Join in. Get in the boat and help us row! 

This year we’ve been inviting smaller groups to meet in our building. 
Humanists. Atheists. Secularists. We even have a kirtan group that 
plays here once a month. We are in conversation with the Sunday 
Assemblies group in Minneapolis about hosting their assemblies.  

We are fostering smaller groups of diverse liberal religious thought 
that need a helping hand.  
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We now house MUUSJA, Minnesota UU Social Justice Alliance.  

The Religious Coalition for Reproductive Justice holds their meetings 
here. (That don’t have an office—perhaps we could help them with 
one.) 

We are reaching out to groups that agree with our mission, vision, 
and values, and we ARE becoming the hub for them. 

We are in conversation with both the Humanist Institute and Meadville 
Lombard Theological School about offering classes in our building.  

We can become the Humanist Center for the Twin Cities, and the 
region. Maybe even the nation. We just need to work together. And 
have a vision.  

The Downtown Clergy met with Congressman Ellison and new 
Minneapolis mayor Betsie Hodges last Thursday morning. They are 
teaming up to try to make Minneapolis a zero-waste city. They asked 
the downtown congregations to lead the way, by becoming zero-
waste congregations. That’s something we can do.  

Thirty years from now? 
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Predictions are that the downtown core of Minneapolis will grow by 
70,000 in the next twenty years. Here we are. What is our mission in 
that new Minneapolis? 

Currently we face a quaint and quiet neighborhood on Mt. Curve. 
What is we turned around and faced the city and the Walker? 

“The harvest is great, but the threshers are few,” as Jesus said a few 

years back.  

More and more people are going to follow Rev. Robinson’s advice and 
go looking for their own truths.  

Those truths are going to be all over the map, from New Age to atheist 

to “I don’t really wanna think about it.” This institution can be 

instrumental in nurturing reason and the “free and responsible search 

for truth and meaning.”  

We can do that. Amazon has some other issues but I like its 
leadership principles for its employees. One of their points goes well 
for all of us here, too-- 

“Have Backbone; Disagree and Commit.” 

“Have Backbone; Disagree and Commit.” 
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Rev. John Robinson and those Pilgrims had a lot of ideas we now 
criticize. But you have got to admit, they had focus.  

“Have Backbone; Disagree and Commit.” 

Consider doing that here.  



