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INTRODUCTION: Invite, Connect, Ignite! 

I am honored to have been invited to to speak at Rev. Jane’s installation ceremony at 
Channing Memorial Church, though of course I regret not being able to visit in the 
non-virtual world. And I’m honored to be among ministerial colleagues and fellow 
Unitarian Universalists.  

“Installation” sounds odd to our ears nowadays to describe something about people. 
In contemporary English usage, “installation” is about washing machines and fur-
naces.  

The word install is, however, thoroughly religious. “To in-stall” is to put a new clergy 
person in the stalls in the choir area of a church. If you have visited cathedrals, you will 
remember the stalls, up toward the high alter of the church. Most Unitarian Universal-
ist buildings don’t have stalls, but we retain the word.  

So, today, we are gathered for the work of in-stalling Rev. Jane virtually at Channing 
Memorial Church.  

Since I can’t visit your congregation—due to COVID—like many potential visitors I visit-
ed your website to learn a bit about the congregation instead. And there, prominently 
displayed, is your mission statement: to: 

•  Invite seekers into spiritual community, 
•  Connect souls in mystery and wonder, and 
•  Ignite compassion into action. 

Invite; connect; ignite. 

Your website goes on to say: 



We are Unitarian Universalists, people of many backgrounds who have differ-
ent beliefs, but shared values. Together, we offer a guided path towards a bet-
ter you and a better world. 

Different beliefs, but shared values.  
A guided path. 
A better you and a better world. 

That’s a good summary of what we’re about as Unitarian Universalists.  

Today, since we are here participating in a very old tradition in our movement, I’d like 
to go on a quick tour of Unitarian and Universalist traditions. Beginning of course with 
your church’s namesake, William Ellery Channing, who named the movement “Unitar-
ian” in an ordination sermon in Baltimore on May 5, 1819. From there, I’d like to visit a 
couple of twentieth century Unitarian Universalist theologians. And then on to what 
the future may look like.  

ONE: Rubbish! 

When he gave that Baltimore ordination sermon for the new minister, Jared Sparks, 
William Ellery Channing was fed up and wasn’t going to take it any more. Trinitarian 
Congregationalist ministers were calling the fledgling movement of which Channing 
was a member, the “Unitarians,” designed to be a disparaging term, contrasting with 
the orthodox “trinitarians.”  

Channing decided to take them up on the offer of a term and named our movement 
“Unitarian.” In that sermon, Channing used as gospel text 1 Thessalonians verse 5:21 
!Prove all things; hold fast that which is good.” 

!Prove all things; hold fast that which is good.” Channing saw this as good advice from 
St. Paul. Channing named traditionalism, “the servile assent, so long yielded to human 
creeds.” No, not a positive thing to say. Channing continued: 

Much stubble is yet to be burned; much rubbish to be removed; many gaudy 
decorations, which a false taste has hung around Christianity, must be swept 
away; and the earth-born fogs, which have long shrouded it, must be scat-
tered, before this divine fabric will rise before us in its native and awful 
majesty, in its harmonious proportions, in its mild and celestial splendors  



OK, Rev. Channing; just how do you feel about that? 

Channing is telling his young protege to get out there and do some pruning on reli-
gion—cutting away the stubble; removing the rubbish; ripping down “gaudy decora-
tions” and blowing away those “earth-born fogs” that prevent good people from see-
ing the truth.  

Not bad advice from any older minister to a young portage. Because it appears to be 
in the very nature of the human religious impulse to gather dust and barnacles, brush, 
rubbish, and “gaudy decorations.” 

!Prove all things; hold fast that which is good.” 

TWO: It’s a Feeling 

Well, let’s suppose we do that: What do we find when the fog is blown away? 

I think religion is about three things, which the Channing Memorial Church website 
states well. I want to boil it down even simpler than that, however. I’d say religion is 
about,  
  

• saving yourself 
• saving each other 
• saving the world 

Now, what makes Unitarian Universalism unique among the world’s religious tradi-
tions is how our Universalist and Unitarian ancestors went about doing those three 
things. To illustrate, I want to talk about two minister-theologians who followed in 
Channing’s footsteps. 

Those are James Luther Adams and William R. Jones, two giants in Unitarian and Uni-
versalist theology in the twentieth century. James Luther Adams wrote what remains 
the clearest articulation of our liberal religion,!Five Smooth Stones” that we heard in 
the reading this morning. Those go like this: 

• Revelation is continuous. 

• Relationships ought to rest on mutual and free consent. 

• We need to work together for a just and loving community. 



• We have a commitment to express our faith in society. 

• Live in hope. 

Those five points come closest, I think, to a concise and a challenging articulation of 
what liberal religion is. (Or at least aspires to be.)  

Notice that these points do not rest on any particular idea of divinity, and actually re-
quire no divinity at all.  

Rev. Jane was an intern at my congregation for two years, and we met weekly during 
that time. Rev. Jane would sometimes speculate on why bad things happened in a 
world ruled by God.  

She knew my Humanist answer: Ockham’s Razor: the simplest answer is the usually 
the correct answer. The simplest answer to the question of why God allows good 
things to happen to bad people and bad things happen to good people is that . . . 
there is no god.  

I assured Rev. Jane early-on that I had no wish to convert her to agnostic humanism, 
and, indeed, Rev. Jane wouldn’t hear of my answer. No. She knows there’s a god. Rev. 
Jane knows there has to be another answer to the question. And Rev. Jane pursued it.  

That took her to process theology, which is no theological cake walk. And Rev. Jane 
followed one of the oldest precepts in liberal religion, one formulated by the German 
theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher way back at the end of the eighteenth century: 
Rev. Jane had a feeling. And she trusts that feeling. And Jane’s choice reproduces a 
lot of choices over time: that choice is why liberal religion still exists today.  

William Ellery Channing, when he attended Harvard, the hot theological topic was 
Deism. Nearly all his friends were Deists—god as Aristotle’s Prime Mover who set the 
universe in motion and set the physical laws, then absconded. But Channing stuck 
with the god of liberal Christianity.  

I tell you this for a couple of reasons. One, I think this key discussion of the nature of 
reality is central to liberal religion in general and Unitarian Universalism in particular. 
I’m not saying it should be settled; I’m saying it needs to remain as a tension in liberal 
religious thought. That tension is why liberal religion continues to exist.  



Secondly, this tells us a lot about Rev. Jane as a theological thinker. It’s not difficult to 
be a theist in America. Most people are theists of some sort or other. But Rev. Jane is 
the sort of person who examines her faith. “Why?” “Why?” “Why?” To paraphrase 
Socrates only a bit, “an unexamined faith is not a living faith.”  

This is where that other great twentieth century UU theologian, Rev. William R. Jones, 
comes in strong. 

Jones was a Humanist. He wrote what is considered the foundational book in African 
American Humanist theology, Is God a White Racist?     

Spoiler alert: The answer Jones gives to the question his book’s title poses is an un-
equivocal “yes: God is a white racist.” Why? Because white supremacist assumptions 
concerning god permeate American Christianity.  

For Jones and many Humanists, that has meant throwing out the god symbol. But 
Jones was very careful to say that agnosticism or atheism aren’t for everybody. Jones 
argued that atheists, agnostics, and theists of various stripes only need to agree on 
one thing: That human beings can fix human problems.  

Some theists express this by saying that we human beings are the hands of god. Oth-
ers of us would express this by saying that human beings created the hands of god as 
an expression or our highest human aspirations.  

What William R. Jones mostly meant is this: Those of us who agree that a mighty god 
is not going to sweep down and save us from all our problems had better band to-
gether and figure out how we can save ourselves, save each other, and save the 
world.  

That is the common task we join together in covenantal community to accomplish. It 
is why liberal religion in general and Unitarian Universalism in particular continue to 
exist. 

!Prove all things; hold fast that which is good.” 

THREE: Hopes, not Fears 



Now, back to those “Five Smooth Stones.” 

• Revelation is continuous. 

• Relationships ought to rest on mutual and free consent. 

• We need to work together for a just and loving community. 

• We have a commitment to express our faith in society. 

• Live in hope. 

That first one: how might revelation be continuous if you’re not wrestling with the big 
questions continually? You, the congregation, want your minister to be doing that. 
Remember that thing about salt losing its savor . . . 

Ye are the salt of the earth: but if the salt have lost his savor, wherewith shall it 
be salted? it is thenceforth good for nothing, but to be cast out, and to be trod-
den under foot . . . (Matthew 5:13, KJV) 

“Revelation is continuous” only when we are saltily searching for revelation! 

“Relationships ought to rest on mutual and free consent.” This congregation is an op-
tion for each and every one of you. An option. There are many options out there—a lot 
more religious options than airline options—“Thanks for flying with Unitarian Univer-
salism.” 

You join in this congregation freely. This congregation chooses to be a part of the Uni-
tarian Universalist Association of Congregations . . . freely. The Association did not 
send Rev. Jane here, as many religious denominations do. You the people of the con-
gregation chose Rev. Jane freely. You are a free people. And Rev. Jane was ordained 
by the people at First Unitarian Society of Minneapolis. Free people who freely chose.  
!Relationships ought to rest on mutual and free consent.” 

Freedom and mutuality are not easy. They are hard—and continuous—work. It’s easy to 
fall into that routine: “oh, I don’t wanna, but I gotta.” “Oh, you know how that Rev. Jane 
is . . . “  Among a free people, the “gotta” is respect. And respect means mutuality—you 
are mutually working together for a common purpose.  



And what, you may ask, is that common purpose: the next two of the “Five Smooth 
Stones.”  

Working together for a just and loving community. And committing to express our 
faith in the larger society. Out in the world.  

That free association that you all create together here—that beloved community where 
the tension between freedom and mutuality generates compassion and concern for 
each other and for the world—that is what gives this congregation and each of you 
meaning and purpose.  

Finally, “Live in hope.”  

Recent years have taught all of us just how difficult living in hope can be. The work of 
generations can be dashed to fragments in moments. Society itself can grind to a halt 
due to a simple virus. Life is fragile. 

Yet we also know that despair goes nowhere and fear leads to othering, hatred, and 
violence.  

As Nelson Mandela phrased it, “May your choices reflect your hopes, not your fears.” 

That’s why we gather in congregations. . . . We are here to find hope; create hope; 
spread hope.  

!Prove all things; hold fast that which is good.” 

CONCLUSION 

Even though William Ellery Channing was throwing a holy hand grenade into the reli-
gious battles of his time, he implored his listeners to be “holy livers, rather than skillful 
disputants.”  

Again, that tension in liberal religion: god/no god; what kind of god? and on. Dispu-
tations. Disputations that can clarify your thinking. But, the important thing is holy liv-
ing.  

Channing spoke to the freshly minted minister, exhorting him: 



that you speak from the heart, that you preach from experience, that the truth 
which you dispense has wrought powerfully in your own heart. 

As someone who has watched her formation as a minister, I can promise you, that Rev. 
Jane will speak from her heart and preach from her experience, telling a truth 
wrought in her own heart. That’s who Rev. Jane is.  

By way of conclusion, allow me to update those Five Smooth Stones just a bit: 

• Stay salty! 

• Keep it free and mutual 

• Always be working on the relationship 

• Build that beloved community inside and outside the doors 

• And always, always, find the hope.   

Do these and you will 

save yourself 
save each other 
and save the world 

!Prove all things; hold fast that which is good.” 

Blessings on this congregation, blessings on Rev. Jane and her ministry, and blessings 
on the tradition of Unitarian Universalism, one way toward saving this world. 

So may it be. 


