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INTRODUCTION


Today you, the members of this congregation, are going to be asked to vote. As is 
fitting for a democratic institution, leaders in the congregation have been polling 
members for months now, gathering ideas and sharing findings. Today is the moment 
of truth: will we or will we not go forward with a capital campaign?


When I was candidating here, nearly three years ago now, I proposed that the way 
forward for a congregation that wished to retain its Humanist core identity was to 
realize that Humanism 1.0—the Humanism that was born here a century ago—has 
gotten a bit long in the tooth and that it’s time to find a Humanism 2.0. 


The central metaphor I used at that time was the difference between the Refugee and 
the Pilgrim. Humanism 1.0 attracted Refugees FROM religion. People who were 
escaping traditional religions and searching for answers and community and, frankly, 
seeking a refuge, a walled city in which to feel safe from conventional thinking and 
cliched beliefs. 


What I said then still appears to be true from all the data that I can find: in the future, 
there are going to be fewer and fewer and fewer refugees from religion. For most 
people in the United States, religion has lost its power. Religion is something most 
people nowadays can take or leave . . . and huge numbers of people are saying “no, 
thanks. Not for me.” 


Thirty-five percent of Baby Boomers, forty percent of Baby Busters, and forty-eight 
percent of Millennials are unchurched, and many of those have no interest in searching 
for a church—the so called “nones” and “dones.” (Done with religion.)


In that scenario of ever-diminishing numbers of escapees from religion, Humanism 1.0, 
old-school Humanism, remains tiny or, more likely, dies. In that scenario, Humanism 
served its purpose as a bridge out of religion for many people and now the need for it 
is tapering off. 




In that scenario, last one out, turn off the lights, and lock the doors. 


I.


Now, please understand that I have no problem with Humanism becoming a historic 
relic if the refugee-welcoming function is the only one that it serves. Religions and 
philosophies are dynamic systems—they change and adapt with the times or they 
don’t. I don’t see any reason to preserve Humanism if it has served its purpose and has 
nothing more to offer. 


On the other hand, what if Humanism has only begun its evolutionary and revolutionary 
work? In that case, given that First Unitarian Society of Minneapolis has served as both 
Humanism’s cradle and incubator if you will, the question concerning the future of 
Humanism becomes clear: If not FUS, who?


You see, I think that I, as Senior Minister here, and you, as the living congregation that 
has held Humanism in trust all these years, I think that we together have not only the 
right but also the obligation to keep the flame burning . . . or . . . we need the intestinal 
fortitude to call it a day. We need to start with a question:


Why NOT close these doors? Or, Why NOT become a more orthodox Unitarian 
Universalist congregation? 


Here’s some anecdotes for you:


Since I’ve been here, I’ve been asked to serve as the Humanist Chaplain at 
Chautauqua Institute out in New York state. It’s the first time a chaplain has been 
explicitly chosen for being a Humanist. On the strength of my time there, the UUs of 
Chautauqua have committed to fund one week dedicated specifically to Humanism 
each year. Now, that’s not about me. Chances are I won’t be going back. It’s about 
Humanism and the humanist ideas that people find compelling. 


Since I’ve been here, I’ve been asked to help raise a large sum of money for an 
endowed chair in Humanism at Meadville Lombard Theological School, the chief UU 
seminary. Christianity doesn’t have an endowed chair at Meadville; nor does 
Buddhism; or any other tradition. That chair would perpetuate the study and 
dissemination of Humanism at Meadville to future UU ministers. 




Since I’ve been here I have been asked to serve as Co-Dean of the Humanist Institute. 
It’s a small institution. But it trains students to be Humanist leaders, and the entering 
class this year is ALL people of color. All. Humanism appeals to young people of color 
fighting against patriarchy and colonialism and racism. 


And two of those students are planning on going to Meadville for seminary and 
becoming Unitarian Universalist Humanist ministers. 


I’ve been asked to travel to Montana, to a small UU congregation near Glacier National 
Park because someone there heard me speak on Humanism and the future of religion 
at a UU General Assembly, and she suspects that the congregation is mostlyHumanist. 
They want to know more about Humanism.


I’ve been asked to travel to the Quad Cities to speak to the UU congregation down 
there where they are forming a UU Humanist group within the larger congregation. 


FUS has been asked to do the last service for the Regional Assembly in the Twin Cities
—we have specifically been asked because people are curious about how to do 
Humanist assemblies! Also, I’m doing a workshop for Regional Assembly specifically 
about how to do Humanist liturgy. 


Jim and I will be interviewed on a Church of the Larger Fellowship livestream program. 
The topic of the show is how Humanism appeals to young people. 


Small humanist groups are popping up everywhere thanks to the UU Humanist 
Association. I’m on the board of that group, asked to be because I’m the minister here. 
I’ll soon be becoming president of that group which is growing in numbers and 
influence. That group is currently overwhelmed—because there has never been such 
widespread and intense interest in Humanism. 


This next General Assembly I’ll be on a panel about a new book coming out, UU Voices 
in Humanism. Kendyl Gibbons, former minister of this congregation, was one of the 
editors of that book. 


Speaking of Kendyl, I was talking to someone the other day who was making a list of 
the top five UU Humanist ministers, and I’m the only guy on it—the rest are women. 



Humanism 2.0 is not an old white guy’s domain. Women and people of color are the 
future leaders of Humanism. 


None of the opportunities I’ve mentioned are about me. They are about YOU and the 
ministers who represent you. 


One of the questions that today’s congregational vote represents is this: Is the future of 
Humanism about this congregation? Will THIS congregation remain THE institution that 
serves as the center and backbone—the bricks and mortar—of American Humanism in 
Humanism’s Second Century?


You answer that question today, with your vote. 


II. 


Now, allow me to back up, because there is a lot of usable wisdom within these walls. 


A pamphlet in our archives, issued in 1933 by First Unitarian Society of Minneapolis, is 
titled Humanism: a Religion for Today. The pamphlet begins with these words:


Everyone in the First Unitarian Society of Minneapolis is expected to do their 
own thinking on religion. It does not ask or expect or even wish its members to 
assent to any certain beliefs; it imposes not the slenderest creedal obligations, 
either expressed or implied. 


The paragraph continues using the metaphor of a university:


Just as a university needs no creed and yet arms students with knowledge and 
convictions and creative faith, so does this creedless church strive to incite its 
people to think out their life philosophy, to achieve convictions, to become 
animated with faith, ideals, vision. 


The chapter concludes,


Within the range of Humanism are found many varying beliefs and interpretations 
of experience. 




That’s 1933. What a vision for a congregation.  


Let’s think a few moments about what Humanism—and here I mean congregational 
Humanism, Unitarian Universalist Humanism—what Humanism has been and what it 
has the potential to be.


First, my working definition of Humanism—“Humanism is an evidence-based value 
system dedicated to freeing the mind and healing the planet.” 


That, I believe, embraces Humanism 2.0. Humanism allows us to be clear about what 
we believe and what we don’t and . . . it allows us to admit what we don’t know. 
Humanism is dynamic system in that way: it allows for change.


So. Let’s compare and contrast some features of Humanism 1.0, the Humanism of 
1916-2016, and what I see as Humanism 2.0 (2016-). (And this isn’t just me: I work with 
the American Humanist Association; with the Ethical Union and secular Jewish groups, 
and this is what I see happening:)


• Humanism 1.0 viewed itself as a religion to replace traditional religion.

• Humanism 2.0 takes its place as a secularist alternative to religions, cooperating with 

the religious when possible for the greater good.


• Humanism 1.0 viewed itself as the “new,” the “modern,” the natural next step for 
religious thinking.


• Humanism 2.0 is part of the landscape of possible philosophies and life choices.


• Humanism 1.0 was over-confident concerning the progress of science and human 
nature.


• Humanism 2.0 understands that science is open-ended and that human nature is 
based in both natural selection and cultural evolution.


• Humanism 1.0 mistrusted subjective experience in examining the nature of reality 
and humanity’s place in that reality. 


• Humanism 2.0 embraces subjective experience, be it in the arts or psychology, to 
examine the nature of reality and humanity’s place in that reality. 


• Humanism 1.0 dismissed religions as myth.




• Humanism 2.0 respects the myths of religions for their value in examining human 
culture and human psychology.


• Humanism 1.0 attracted people who came as refugees from various religious 
traditions.


• Humanism 2.0 attracts people who come as pilgrims, many if not most with little or 
no religious background. 


• Humanism 1.0 was individualistic and rebellious, insisting upon individual freedom as 
the ultimate good.


• Humanism 2.0 is communitarian and cooperative.


• Humanism 1.0 believed in democracy as the way to plan for the future and to settle 
disputes. 


• Humanism 2.0 trusts consensus.


That’s what I see as the future of Humanism, specifically a Unitarian Universalist 
congregational Humanism. I see a Humanist assembly as not anti-religious but as 
religion-neutral. As I said a couple of Sundays ago: Humanism 2.0 is NOT Mack the 
Knife, waiting around dark corners to ambush the sweet darlings of religion. Humanism 
2.0 is about standing up for “the weakest of these” and helping find ways that 
humanity may yet save itself. Not by running after unicorns and chimeras but by taking 
a hard look at what is.


We’re not out to attack anyone’s gods or beliefs; we’re not out to lecture on world 
religions; we’re going to talk about ways to make it through grief; 

ways to survive pain and suffering; 

ways to get over ourselves and our stuff; 

ways to make it through the week; 

ways to reach out and help heal our suffering planet and help our fellow human beings 
in their fight for justice; 

ways to experience meaning and purpose and awe and joy. 

We are going to be looking positively for ways to be human that have integrity and 
meaning and purpose. 


I titled my talk today “Which Fish Do You Want to Fry?”




I’m not a fisher-person. But I have been fishing a few times. It’s a simple metaphor but 
it works I think: When you go fishing, you don’t say “lord, any!” You decide up front 
what you’re fishing for and you go to a place where that sort of fish is likely to hang 
out. 


So, what fish are we going to fry for that next century of Humanism?


Rev. Ray Bragg, a minister of this congregation after John Dietrich and one of the 
authors of the first, the 1933, Humanist Manifesto, in his introduction to the manifesto 
wrote that Humanism would be “a developing point of view, not a creed.” I think that’s 
the first sort of fish we want to go fishing for: open-minded people willing and able to 
live in ambiguity. People eager for what Bragg called “a vital, fearless, and frank 
religion.” 


Vital. Fearless. Frank. Edgy people who are willing to think outside the box. 


The fish we are looking for live the Seventh point of the Humanist Manifesto: 


Religion consists of those actions, purposes, and experiences which are humanly 
significant. Nothing human is alien to the religious. It includes labor, art, science, 
philosophy, love, friendship, recreation . . . The distinction between the sacred and 
the secular can no longer be maintained.


The fish we are fishing for have not given up on public life and political engagement. 
Have not retreated inward merely to gaze upon their own navels. We are, and we are 
looking for more, vital, fearless people who don’t want pat or popular answers. 


That’s why we need to keep these door open: as a place for those vital, fearless, frank 
people to gather fifty and a hundred years from now. People for whom going to church 
and going to cook for the homeless are equally sacred. Those are the people we have 
been—the people that brochure from the 1930s describes; it’s the people we are; and 
the people we hope will be here twenty and fifty and a hundred years from now.


CONCLUSION




You are making a decision today that will matter to a lot of people, many of them 
unborn. First Unitarian Society is THE bricks and mortar of American Humanism. Do 
we stick with the old formula? Of course not! Nothing could be more antithetical to 
Humanism. 


Rather, we get this wonderful old building spruced up a bit so that it’s ready to house 
the sort of congregation we want to be in fifty years. A congregation that 


incites its people to think out their life philosophy, 

to achieve convictions, 

to become animated with faith, ideals, vision. 



