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 Freethinkers Congregating 
an online talk by Rev. Dr. David Breeden 
for First Unitarian Society of Minneapolis 
August 23, 2020 

Blurb: 

FUS is unique in being a generations-long experiment in congregational humanism. 
Key to congregational life is the shared experience, which the pandemic has made 
difficult. What is a shared reality when we aren’t in the same place at the same time? 
#Humanism #Congregations #CongregationalHumanism 

INTRODUCTION 

The twentieth century Czech social scientist Karl Deutsch defined a nation as, "a 
group of people united by a mistaken 
view about the past and a hatred of 
their neighbors."  

Or . ..  

That’s perhaps a bit cynical, but 
Deutsch is getting at the idea that 
human groups in general form a self-
identity by creating a circle that 
defines “us” and “them.”  

Generally speaking, any group is at 
least partially about “othering” others—drawing that circle about who’s in and who’s 
out. At one end of the spectrum, this circle-drawing can be mostly about clarifying 
values . . . The Seven Principles of Unitarian Universalism and the First Unitarian 
Society Aspirations that we mention each week and post on our website are examples 
of clarifying values: we are saying, “This We Believe.” Or “we hold these truths to be 
self-evident.”  

That’s at the positive end of the spectrum.  
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Karl Deutsch is talking about the negative end of the spectrum: a jingoistic 
nationalism that would justify mass detentions at borders and the incarceration and 
deportation of vulnerable people.  

Group-identity run amok, if you will.  

Today, I want to hold that idea in tension with another idea—how the heck do we “do 
church” during a pandemic? 

I’m not talking about the nuts-and-bolts here of keeping the building in order or 
developing a task force on building reopening. I’m not talking about the issue of how 
to conduct business by Zoom—although that important, of course—but I’m talking 
about the larger issue of how to fulfill the the mission of First Unitarian Society.  

You know, the mission:  
 

First Unitarian Society of Minneapolis is a congregational humanist community 
dedicated to promoting a free search for truth, meaning, and justice. 

That mission. 
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How do we do the “congregational” and “community” part of the mission? How do we 
promote that free search for truth, meaning, and justice? 

Because that’s what we’re called to do, isn’t it? To create community promoting a free 
search for truth, meaning, and justice. 

ONE 

While we were talking the other day, Rev. Kelli happened to use that old phrase 
“plowing new ground.” Now, I’m unsure what it means to most people who use the 
phrase, but I’ve plowed new ground, and it’s not easy. Which is to say that, yes, in the 
Covid-19 pandemic, we’re all plowing new ground.  

To start, you have to realize that “new ground” has a specific meaning to farmers. 
“Plowing new ground” isn’t about merely plowing in a place that you haven’t plowed 
before. “New ground” is land that has recently been cleared of trees. It’s ground that 
has never been plowed before, or not for a long, long while.  

Where I come from—the southern part of the state of Illinois—the default condition of 
land is hardwood forest. The British writer Charles Dickens, when he visited the area 
in the mid-nineteenth century, opined that a squirrel could travel from one side of 
Illinois to the other without ever touching the ground. This is still, I suspect, the case. 
Trees reclaim untilled land very quickly. It’s the reality I grew up with.  

So, I know whereof I speak. “New-plowed” ground, even if the stumps have all been 
removed, is difficult land to plow. The plow just keeps hitting the underground root 
systems of trees that have been felled. The older the trees, the bigger the roots. And 
there’s no way to know where the next huge root is.  

Driving a tractor pulling a plow across “new ground” is an extremely dangerous and 
difficult task. If the plow can’t cut a root, the tractor keeps pulling, causing the 
machine to rear like an angry horse. Sometimes, they tip over backward. (Most of us 
farmers have known someone killed by a tractor that flipped.)  

Tractors are bigger and more powerful nowadays than when I farmed, but in my day I 
carried an ax with me when I plowed new ground. When the plow got stuck, I 
stopped the tractor, climbed down, and took to the tree roots with my ax. I kept 
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chopping, then climbing back on the tractor, and trying again until the plow broke 
through.  

All of this to say that “plowing new ground” is an apt metaphor for navigating our 
current situation. We don’t know where the next root is. We don’t know how thick it is. 
Going along full-throttle is to accept extreme risk. It feels great to hit the gas after 
being stalled. But the potential risk is extreme and the consequences dire. (We have 
been watching that unfold in real-time this week with schools across the nation.) 

We are all plowing new ground at the moment. Living memory simply isn’t long 
enough to have gathered lived-experience about the place all of us live now. It’s not 
easy. It’s disorienting. And it’s what we are doing here and now. All of us.  

So, here’s some advice from an old farmer who has plowed a good bit of new ground 
and has lived to tell the tale:  

be patient;  
accept the challenge and the dangers realistically for the challenges and dangers 
they are;  
chop with an ax as long as you have to in order to chop through, even though that is 
extremely tiring work.  
And remember this: dogged patience and persistence is slow. But, if you keep at it, 
you will survive and get the job done.  

So, how do we do that? 

Here’s a bit from a poem by Russel Edson, one of the best prose poem writers ever: 

Since the fern can't go to the sink for a drink of 
water, I graciously submit myself to the task, bringing two 
glasses from the sink. 
And so we sit, the fern and I, sipping water together. 

. . . 

I don't mind sipping water with a fern, even though, 
had I my druthers, I'd be speeding through the sky for 
Stockholm, sipping a bloody mary with a wedge of lime. 
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And so we sit one lonely afternoon sipping water 
together. The fern looking out of its fronds, and I, looking 
out of mine . . .   (“One Lonely Afternoon”) 

TWO 

  
The pandemic and the consequent shut down of churches, temples, and mosques 
has reignited the debate about the future of congregations in the United States.  

My crystal ball works only in fits and starts, but I expect both an acceleration in decline 
of overall church attendance and a decline of those claiming any religious tradition as 
their own.   

In other words, my crystal ball predicts that congregations, just like workplaces and 
schools, will never be the same.  

First Unitarian Society won’t be the same, either.  

But . . . how will it be? How will we answer the call of our mission? 

Anthropologists, primatologists, psychologists, biologists and many others have long 
claimed that the human religious/spiritual impulse has a lot to do with evolutionary 
advantage and group solidarity. Congregations waiting to reopen to practice those 
age-old evolutionary impulses will, I suspect, be very disappointed: much of the tribe 
is unlikely to return. 

But if I’m reading the tea leaves correctly, the human impulse toward religion/
spirituality will be as active as ever it was. It’s merely that the old structures aren’t 
going to be a first choice anymore. Times have changed—changed due to a 
wrenching dislocation in the world.  

For example, have you seen the research indicating that most people are more likely 
to believe information they receive on social media to information they receive from 
professionals, such as physicians? What is that going to mean longterm? 

The key to finding the future lies in examining that religious/spiritual distinction.  
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Traditional congregations have been in the religion and congregating business, most 
taking up an interest in spirituality when the market demanded it.  

My crystal ball says that the congregations that will survive and thrive will combine 
bricks-and-mortar congregating with online programming—-eventually, for example, 
maintaining our robust online Assembly presence with congregating in our building 
when that is possible again.  

Another important aspect will be a firm understanding among congregational 
leadership concerning just what this much vaunted “spiritual” means. And, to tip you 
off to my point: No, I don’t think there is any difference in the “spiritual” needs or 
interests between theists and atheists. I have seen no evidence to support that theses. 
The difference is in language, not concept.  

A researcher in the evolutionary origins of adaptive human community, Professor Jon 
T. Moore, published an article titled, “Multicultural and Idiosyncratic Considerations 
for Measuring the Relationship Between Religious and Secular Forms of Spirituality 
With Positive Global Mental Health." With a title like that, you know the guy is being 
serious and looking at the facts!  

Dr. Moore defines “spirituality” this way: 

”a personalized, subjective commitment to one's values of connection with 
self, others, nature, and the transcendent” 

I’ll repeat that:   

”a personalized, subjective commitment to one's values of connection with 
self, others, nature, and the transcendent” 

 Dr. Moore goes on the write,  

results indicate that living in accordance with one's spiritual values, even when 
defined in a variety of ways, is characteristic of greater mental health. 

Let’s break that down. Yes, spirituality is personal; and subjective: None of us can 
outsource or spiritual lives. But notice how this definition turns back in on itself: those 
personalized, subjective commitments create the values that we hold dear—but those 

https://www.researchgate.net/scientific-contributions/2104461420-Jon-T-Moore
https://www.researchgate.net/scientific-contributions/2104461420-Jon-T-Moore
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/298802235_Multicultural_and_Idiosyncratic_Considerations_for_Measuring_the_Relationship_Between_Religious_and_Secular_Forms_of_Spirituality_With_Positive_Global_Mental_Health
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/298802235_Multicultural_and_Idiosyncratic_Considerations_for_Measuring_the_Relationship_Between_Religious_and_Secular_Forms_of_Spirituality_With_Positive_Global_Mental_Health
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/298802235_Multicultural_and_Idiosyncratic_Considerations_for_Measuring_the_Relationship_Between_Religious_and_Secular_Forms_of_Spirituality_With_Positive_Global_Mental_Health
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/298802235_Multicultural_and_Idiosyncratic_Considerations_for_Measuring_the_Relationship_Between_Religious_and_Secular_Forms_of_Spirituality_With_Positive_Global_Mental_Health
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values go way, way beyond the self—to others; to nature; to the transcendent, 
however we might define that.  

Subjective to objective and back again, a cycle of nurture from the self to the 
universe. Our tradition knows now to do this. The Transcendentalists were about 
experiencing “the religious” outside of organized-religious walls. They were about a 
subjectivity that expanded to embrace the cosmos.  

With this definition in mind, think back to the FUS mission: Notice that our “promoting 
a free search for truth, meaning, and justice” fits with this contemporary 
understanding of “spirituality” just fine.  

 We are here for mutual support not only in our subjective spiritual health but in our 
objective support and nurture—spirit, body. We are here to join in conversation. 
Conversation about subjective value; and also about how we can objectify our values 
through the work of social justice. As Carl Sagan put it: "Everything amazing about the 
universe is inside of you, and the two 
are inseparable.”  

Some of you have seen this great 
picture of Polly Peterson and Rev. 
Jim on social media. They didn’t 
need to be in the same room to 
decide to get out into the street. 
They didn’t even need to sit down 
and hash out the nature or existed of 
a deity. They both have a 
“personalized, subjective 
commitment” to the value of the 
right of every citizen to be able to 
vote.  
  

CONCLUSION 

As the recent Democratic National Convention showed, we can pretend that the new 
realities don’t exist; or we can embrace the new realities.  
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At one time, oratory went as far as the human voice could carry, then continued by 
means of the written word.  

Then, there was amplification. But speakers didn’t stop shouting and pontificating.  

Thank about it: walk into a fifteenth century church or an eighteenth century church or 
a church today and what do you see? They’re almost exactly the same arrangement. 
The innovation has been amplification. 

But still there’s the attention directed toward the orator on high in the front.  

Do we really need to be “doing church” as we did in 1750 and 1850 and 1950? 

The pandemic gives us the opportunity to reimagine everything. A congregation can 
gather in a place that looks like this: 

 
 
and also like this: 

It’s not an either/or. 

It’s a both/and. 
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