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I bow to no priests either of faith or of unfaith.  
I claim as against all sorts of people, simply perfect freedom of thought. 

~ Frederick Douglasss 

. . . it is important that awake people be awake, 
or a breaking line may discourage them back to sleep; 
the signals we give--yes or no, or maybe-- 
should be clear: the darkness around us is deep. 
  
 ~William Stafford 
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INTRODUCTION 

One Sunday morning in 1926, John Dietrich, my predecessor as Senior Minister at 
First Unitarian Society of Minneapolis, said,  

We call them Humanists because they seek truth to the end that human life 
may be enriched; and we call them Agnostics because they recognize a realm 
in which exact knowledge is impossible and they refuse to fill this realm with 
unverified and unverifiable speculations.  

Humanists tend to be inquisitive, joyful, and iconoclastic. We have realized that this 
world and our time in it is short—at least in the case of our present consciousness. This 
is both liberating and focusing.  

Focus and liberation are the intention of these writings for assemblies of freethinkers.  

First Unitarian Society of Minneapolis has practiced congregational humanism for 
more than a century. Here, I will share some of the learning from that practice.  
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A Theory of Mind 

An ideal free thinking community accepts that free thought is necessarily dynamic. 
This dynamism requires flexibility and pragmatism. After all, naturalistic thinkers are 
committed to updating ideas according to new understandings. The theory of natural 
selection, for example, continues to change and grow more complex. Brain science; 
biology; anthropology; cosmology; physics . . . you name a human way of learning, 
and we are committed to adapt to its findings.  

A free thinking community is dynamic.  

As I write this, theories of the mind are changing rapidly. We are discovering that what 
we call our “minds” are much more than the old scientific model of a brain in a glass 
jar. You know, as in “They Saved Hitler’s Brain!” 

Dr. Dan Siegel, a professor of psychiatry at UCLA School of Medicine, has worked with 
physicians, neuroscientists, sociologists, anthropologists, and mathematicians to 
update our understanding of “mind.” Dr. Siegel writes,  

Your thoughts, feelings, memories, attention, what you experience in this 
subjective world is part of mind.  

See the implications? 

Your thoughts, feelings, memories, attention, what you experience in this 
subjective world is part of mind.  

Right now, your mind extends several feet around you; if other sentient beings are 
near, your mind is interacting with other minds. What your mind is telling you, right 
now, is partially about what you are focusing on . . . You are right now what you are 
focusing on, but your mind is also how you are feeling at the moment. What you’re 
thinking at the moment, yes, but also your mind is your many memories. Your mind is 
creating a subjective reality. The mind next to you necessarily is not thinking what 
you’re thinking.  

Dr. Siegel’s definition of “mind” goes like this:  

the emergent self-organizing process, both embodied and relational, that 
regulates energy and information flow within and among us. 
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That’s difficult to catch: 

Emergent. 
A self-organizing process. 
Embodied.  
Relational.  

Your mind “. . .regulates energy and information flow within and among us.”  

That’s a long way from that brain-in-a-jar picture of the mind from the twentieth 
century. You can save Hitler’s brain if you wish, but you can’t capture Hitler’s mind.  

Yes, we free thinkers are committed to updating our thinking. Our minds are just not 
what they used to be. They are an 

emergent self-organizing process, both embodied and relational, that 
regulates energy and information flow within and among us. 

Relationally.  
  

That’s why we “congregate.”   
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What’s The Glue? 

For those attempting to facilitate a gathering of freethinkers, here are some good 
questions to ask: 

What might hold this community together: What’s the glue? 

How may we best practice humanity and justice together? 

Where might such a gathering go? 

Some Points:  

All attempts to bring people together—to get people talking—are noble attempts. The 
outcome may be failure, but the attempt—that is noble.  

Reflect: what is achieved by a limited “us”? A bit, perhaps. Maybe. But what might be 
achieved with the walls knocked down? 

Ideally, a humanist gathering will: 

1. Respect the autonomy of each and all.  
2. Center the margins and let suffering speak.  
3. Encourage all to listen, share, and learn. 
4. Offer space and time for lamentation and joy.  
5. Encourage integrity 
6. Explore and underscore human capabilities.   
7. Encourage deep thought and reason.  
6. Create purpose and meaning through relationships. 
7. Promote justice and peace.  
8. Promote the flourishing of living things and the planet. 

To implement a congregation of free thinkers, here’s your mantra:  

• The concept is flexible 

• The concept is pragmatic 



9

• The concept is love in action 

• The concept is justice in action 

• The concept is community in action 
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Surfing the Contradictions—Lived Religion 

I define “religion” this way: “Religion is a set of shared practices and ethical 
commitments grounded in a worldview.” There are other definitions. But the following 
will be about ethical commitments within the worldview of free thinkers, humanists . . . 
there are many names for who we are.   

Like it our not, you’re living your religion all the time. Like . . . morning breath . . . 
everybody’s got it. Or at least that’s the way sociologists of religion have traditionally 
framed our lives. You can choose “Roman Catholic;” you can choose “Secular” or 
“None of the Above,” but there’s a list, and you fit in it somewhere. 

You exist. What you do is your . . . life? religion? philosophy? All of the above! Call it 
what we will, we’ve all got one. So. What’s yours? 

More and more people are feeling cornered by the question. 

I contend that the idea of religion—which appears to be as old as Homo Sapiens itself 
— springs from the mismatch between the Sapien psyche and how we find our lives to 
be going. We feel . . . . What, exactly? 

We want . . . . What, exactly? 

I think that we — all human beings of whatever stripe—desperately wish to feel at home 
in the universe and to feel that we have agency and direction in our lives.  

Always have. Always will. 

The German philosopher Martin Heidegger called that restless, uncomfortable 
feeling that we each have deep inside Geworfenheit, “thrownness.” It’s the feeling that 
we’re here, but we don’t really know where “here” is and we don’t know what to do 
next. That feeling can be debilitating. Or we can thrill in the expectation of what’s 
next. That, as Shakespeare said, is the question. 

What do we do about finding ourselves thrown into this world? Oh, look: look at all of 
those beautiful, pre-packaged options! Buddhism. Islam. Lutheranism. Church of God 
in Christ. For some of us, our ancestors chose for us. For some of us, our culture chose 
for us. 



11

Some of us are . . . skeptical . . . 

Maybe. Just perhaps, reality is so complex that there is no right answer anyway. 

The medieval Christian theologian Anselm (1033–1109) had a motto — fides quaerens 
intellectum. In English, “faith seeking understanding.” 

Anselm’s motto is I think a concise summary of what theology is about. Theology 
starts in faith (or unfaith) and attempts to explain how that faith tradition works, 
without bursting the faith bubble. But that’s “theology,” not how to live your 
worldview, your religion.  

I suspect that the moment faith seeks understanding, the faith ship has sailed . . . and 
started sinking.  

Un-faith—unbelief—is at first an emotional, not a rational, position.  

It’s not that faith can’t withstand questioning. Nor is it that faith cannot be understood. 
It’s merely that faith and understanding do not reside in the same zip code. You can 
live in faith-land or in theology-land, but between the two there is a great gulf fixed. 

I suspect that for the most part, people don’t “do” theology to find logic and 
coherence in their beliefs. If the wide variety of disparate and contradictory beliefs 
held by many people is any indication, people look to theology not to solidify existing 
beliefs, but to find alternatives to weave into their lived practice for a little relief from 
that Geworfenheit. That “thrown” feeling.  

The best book that I know of on this subject is Lived Religion: Faith and Practice in 
Everyday Life by the sociologist of religion Meredith B. McGuire. 

In her studies, Dr. McGuire dug deeper than the easy labels of Buddhist, Catholic, 
Protestant, Agnostic, Muslim, and on. What do people actually do to cope with this 
big, overwhelming Geworfenheit? 

A Protestant who never attends church, does Buddhist-style meditation, practices 
yoga, and carries an amulet to ward off cancer? 

Contradictory much? You bet. 



12

But, why not? 

McGuire bases her thinking on the work of Clifford Geertz and Robert Orsi who 
asked, why do we do religion? Their answers: 

To make the invisible visible. 

To concretize the order of the universe. 

To explore the nature of human life and its destiny. 

To make human interiority visible and tangible (Lived Religion, 13) 

That’s a darn good summary, I think. Making the “invisible visible” might be about the 
supernatural, but it might also be about gravity and quarks. 

Concretizing “the order of the universe” might be about that old children’s song “He’s 
got the whole world in His hand,” but it can also be about fractals and the 
accelerating expansion of the universe. 

“To explore the nature of human life and its destiny” may be about salvation and 
damnation, or it might be about saving ourselves from global climate change. 

“To make human interiority visible and tangible” might be about holy rolling and 
testifying, but it also might be about finding coping skills for taking life’s left hooks. 

You get my point. Pre-packaged religions just aren’t up to Geworfenheit. More and 
more people are choosing . . . meh and . . . whatever. 

These are some of the people who may find meaning in gathering as humanists and 
freethinkers.  
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A Short Summary of What Ritual Is 

First, ritual creates an inside and outside—a gathering with intention and focus.  

The mere fact of showing up at a particular place at a particular time creates an inside 
and an outside. An “us” and an “us here together.” 

Second, ritual is repetition in bounded space. The “here” plus repetition of what we 
have done before.  

The word “liturgy” derives from Greek, λειτουργία—leitourgia, meaning ”work of the 
people.” Liturgy is the container for the work we have gathered to do.  

Ritual.  

For some on Sunday, there is the ritual of making a hot caffeinated beverage, the 
partaking of carbohydrates, and the sacred reading of The New York Times. 
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Religion, Religious, Ideal Ends 
  

In his classic work A Common Faith (1934), the pragmatist philosopher John Dewey 
distinguishes between religion and religious.  

Religion, according to Dewey, is the traditions, creeds, and dogmas that we regularly 
related to that word. You know—Christianity, Islam, that sort of thing. 

Religious, on the other hand, is about how we connect. “Religious” is about having 
ideals and seeking to live up to them and according to them. (I think there’s a good 
argument that Dewey’s idea of “religious” became the currently popular “spirituality” 
of our day.) 

Here’s some religion for you: In the Gospel According to John, Jesus is reported to 
have said, 

I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except 
through me. (14:6, New International Version) 

That verse has been used as a cudgel, with many insisting this means that Christianity
—and a particular flavor of Christianity at that — is the only way. That’s religion, with a 
capital R. 

But what if we put a bit of religious spin on that saying: “I am a way and a truth and a 
life; I am one way to to connect and feel whole.” 

Or perhaps: “There are many ways; many truths; and many lives; many ways to 
connect and feel whole.” 

OK, that’s not so good as a way to sell a particular religion, but a good way to point 
out the complexity of being religious. 

Notice what John Dewey is doing. He published his book the year after publication of 
the First Humanist Manifesto, which he signed. That document had outlined a move 
from a vertical form of religion —human-to-god—to a horizontal form of being 
religious—human-to-human, human-to-living things, and human-to-planet. 
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The word “god,” in Dewey’s account, would no longer conjure visions of a 
monarchical judge or any sort of deity but, in Dewey’s words, “god” would refer to 
“the unity of all ideal ends arousing us to desire and action.” (p. 42) 

“The unity of all ideal ends.” Hmmmm. “Arousing us to desire and action.” 

Frankly, I disagree with Dewey on one point. I don’t think the word “god” is 
particularly useful in discussions of how to act ethically and morally in the world. The 
term simply refers to too many various and sundry ideas; conjures too many disparate 
images; and is ultimately either hopelessly subjective or smothered in a morass of 
tradition. 

But “the unity of all ideal ends” is not a bad thing to strive for, provided that “ideal 
ends” are positive for those human-to-human, human-to-living things, and human-to 
-planet relationships.  

And getting aroused to desire and action . . . yes, as Rev. Howard Thurman said, the 
world needs people who have come alive.  

(To be clear about this: “ideal” doesn’t necessarily mean “ethical.” A white nationalist’s 
ideal might be an all-white United States. That’s a negative ideal. But that all people 
have a shot at liberty and well-being . . . positive and ethical ideal.) 

You get the point. 

Differentiating between “religion” and “religious” rather than “religion” and “spiritual” 
adds a dimension to the ideas. 

It’s something to think about. 
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Committing to Community 

When I think of community, I think of the little one-room church about two miles from 
my family farm in the southern part of Illinois. That community took my father in 
during the 1930s. It’s a small church in the middle of nowhere. It was about a mile 
from where my father’s family lived at that time, in a two-room sharecroppers shack. 

My dad was very up front about why he first became a Christian and joined that 
church: they had a potluck meal on Sundays after the service.  

In those days, rural people still predominantly used horses and wagons for 
transportation, and consequently it took people a while to get home after church. So, 
people contributed what they could for a meal before the journey back to their farms.  

My teen-aged father figured out that if he attended service, he could eat—something 
that was not a surety back at his parents’ shack.  

Thus, my father became a Christian. Soon, the church hired him as the custodian, 
which meant cleaning up a bit, and getting to the building early to build a wood fire 
in the pot-bellied stove on winter Sundays. 

When my father went to war, the congregation put a photograph of him in the pew 
where he sat and kept it there until he returned. 

Five years later, my mother and father were married there.  

I attended services there sometimes as a kid. I went to revivals there. I remember, for 
example, a revival preacher who claimed he had grown up as a cannibal but had 
“found Jesus” and become a preacher. He really did have filed, pointy teeth. 

The little church is between my family farm and the small town where my parents later 
went to church. And, when my father died, I drove by there with my mother and paid 
my respects to the building. When my mother died, I drove by again, to pay respects.  

A couple of my kids now live on the family farm and they sometimes get lost out on 
the winding gravel roads that don’t have any markers or signs. When they call, I 
always ask first if they’ve passed that church and which side of the car it was on.  



17

And, anytime I get back to the farm, I stop by that church, because it is for me the 
essence of what a religious community can be—it nourishes; it teaches; it celebrates; it 
mourns; it remembers; and it is an anchor across the generations.  

That is what religious community does well.  
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Religion Privatized 

Martin Luther and the Protestant Reformation set in motion a wave that would 
eventually privatize the European Protestant religious experience—the depth and 
intensity of the individual experience often becomes more important than the 
communal. 

In the United States, as the prevalence of “Cafeteria Catholics” attests, even Roman 
Catholicism has fallen into the chipper of individualism. The acid of Martin Luther’s 
Protestantism has by now melted what American fundamentalists once called 
“Romanism, ritualism, and rationalism.”  

So, here we are . . .  

The conservative side of Christian religious thought is overt in this subjective turn: 
“Do you have a personal relationship with Jesus Christ as your lord and savior?”  

The liberal wing, from New Age to “spiritual but not religious” to atheism, is pure 
individualism at play—the goal is to “find myself” or to “be true” to myself.  

Our souls (and/or minds) are completely our own, by gosh and by golly. 

Consequently, in the United States today, seventy-percent of Americans label 
themselves Christian, but only seventeen percent attend church at least once a 
month.  

Not much commitment! Aside from a commitment to self.  

Congregational Humanism is here to counter this trend.  
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Congregating Congregation-ally and Committing to Commitment 

You’ve probably read that being religious is good for your health. It isn’t the specific 
beliefs that are good for you but the fact that you’re doing something “religiously:” 
getting out of bed, brushing your teeth, and going somewhere, meeting people, 
cooperating with people, getting irritated by people; talking, sharing, learning.  

It isn’t religion that’s good for you; it’s congregating that is good for you.   

Why? 

Besides the fact of making it somewhere on time being good for you, congregational 
communities can also help us cope. If you get a scary medical diagnosis, I can virtually 
guarantee you that someone—or several someones—in a group of twenty or thirty 
people have also faced that diagnosis. Any life challenge you face, you can pretty well 
bet someone has also faced that difficulty. Congregations offer coping skills and 
social support. They make the utterly unthinkable into something imaginable. 

I’m not attempting to set myself up as an authority. Rather, I hope in these pages to 
outline some things I’ve learned about congregating over time.  

I’m Senior Minister at First Unitarian Society of Minneapolis. Each week in my words of 
welcome I mention to the long-term members and visitors that First Unitarian Society 
of Minneapolis (FUS) is the birthplace of congregational Humanism. What I I mean by 
that is the insight in 1916 experienced by the newly-called minister, John Dietrich, 
and the people in the congregation. That insight is that religious community doesn’t 
have to adhere to strict creeds or specific beliefs. As a matter of fact, we don’t refer to 
religion at all.  

What we have been doing at FUS for more than a century is truly counter-cultural. We 
have tried to live up to a quote from the great liberator Frederick Douglass: “I bow to 
no priests either of faith or of unfaith. I claim as against all sorts of people, simply 
perfect freedom of thought.” 
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Gathering the Spirit, Gathering the Minds 

People gather into groups for companionship; for an experience (positive, we hope) 
and to experience an ennobling sense of purpose.  

The challenge in building such a collective project is creating the “din of 
conversation,” a brave space to share dangerous ideas. This is a space where people 
converse rather than pontificate (a counter-cultural activity for sure!); and a space that 
insists upon the “inherent worth and dignity of every person.” 

That’s why at First Unitarian Society we stand up each week and repeat a short but 
punchy congregational covenant: 

This is our great covenant:  
to dwell together in peace; 
to seek the truth in love;  
and to help one another.  

     (Adapted from Rev. James Vila Blake.) 
  

An ideal congregation (as ideal as real human beings get)  of people is a dynamic  
intergenerational community that offers  opportunities  for celebration, creative  
renewal, relationship, and mutual  support. Such a space is magical. And we seek to 
do it without imposing either “faith or unfaith.” We seek to achieve “perfect freedom 
of thought.” 

No, there’s never a gathering of people in which everything is ideal or goes according 
to plan.  

Having lived a long time, I now realize that here’s the thing about living a life: there 
needs to be a dream that can remain a dream. Each of us needs ideals.  

Getting rich isn’t an adequate dream or ideal because no one ever seems to get rich 
enough. Getting famous isn’t adequate because nobody ever feels famous enough. A 
fancy new car will never do it because no car stays new and seldom feels all that fancy 
after a few months and some new ones have appeared that are even fancier.  
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A dream that can remain a dream. Ideals that are ideal.  

Here’s the thing: there’s plenty of facts and figures and information out there. You can 
find that all by yourself. It flows over us like a spring downpour 

In addition, most of us have plenty of options—but how do we find that dream, that 
direction that feels worthy of living? And, after we find a sustaining dream and  
direction, how do we keep going in that direction? 

Congregations of people can aid in that journey.  
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It’s Not Even Possible, But . . . 

If you look it up in a textbook, what you’re going to quickly discover is that building a 
congregational space of freethinkers can’t be done.  

Time-worn and cliched wisdom says that a group of people who don’t agree on some 
very basic things about how reality works can’t be in community. It’s not possible to 
have Douglass’ “simply perfect freedom of thought.” You’ve got to have, as Douglass 
called it, a “priest of faith” or a priest of “unfaith.”  

Yet there are such places. As senior minister at First Unitarian Society, I’m not a priest 
of faith or unfaith. I’m just there to help people consider the options.  

Some of the gathered congregation perceives reality as numbers; some through the 
scientific method; others through art and aesthetics. But still people can gather, 
because we believe that personal, subjective beliefs can be put aside for a greater 
good.  

The core value of Humanism is that people matter more than ideas. 

This is not what most people think. But it’s a core Humanist value. What we think we 
believe is so contingent. So balanced on a knife’s edge—where you’re from; who your 
family is; what gender you’ve been assigned . . . all the arbitrary labels that get 
heaped on each and every one of us.  

Humanism says that those are indeed arbitrary. If anything is sacred, then life itself is 
the most sacred thing.  

We must hold to that truth because the universe we exist in does not hold life sacred. 
Far from it. (Ask all the rabbits and squirrels and deer and foxes and people who froze 
to death last winter how much nature cares.) Our empathy; our compassion; our 
caring is all the kindness that there is on this planet. 

That’s what has kept FUS together since 1881—a community that nourishes; teaches; 
celebrates; mourns; remembers: it is an anchor across the generations.  

Such gatherings are possible. I believe it is a noble task to build them.  


