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First Reading

Our first reading this morning is from

A magical writer, Kathleen Norris,

Who the Chicago Tribune says “writes about religion 

With the imagination of a poet.”

This is selected from her 1998 bestseller ‘Amazing Grace:

A Vocabulary of Faith,’

Which she wrote as a way to reinterpret and reflect on those religious

Words that often to her like ‘scary vocabulary.’

These are some of her reflections about a word many find scary,

The word ‘Evangelism’:

Once, during the summertime when our church was between ministers,

I was preparing a sermon and noticed that the bulletin jacket for that Sunday,

A mass-produced item from a large religious publishing house,

Contained an article entitled “Summer Opportunities.”

It suggested that as people spend so much out of doors,

At baseball games, picnics, or the beach,

Summer provided religious folks with the God-given opportunity to witness to their faith.

In my sermon I said that going up to people and asking, 

“Do you know the Lord?” was a good way to get yourself stuck 

With a barbecue fork.  And you would deserve it.

I then thanked my congregation for not using such heavy-handed tactics

On me when I first began attending the church.

They had respected the mystery of faith,

And had pretty much left me alone to work on my relationship with God,

And with them.

I came back to church in fits and starts,

And if I was missing in action for a while,

They did not send an “Evangelism/Outreach Committee” to my door.

No one pressured me.  And I was most grateful.

But the people in the congregation did evangelize in another sense,

By saying and doing things they probably don’t remember,

But that revealed their faith in healthy and appealing ways.

Something about the way they lived their faith – 

Or even failed to live it, failing I could recognize in myself – 

Convinced me to throw in my lot with them and join the church.

Once I could recognize evangelism not as a matter of talking 

About the faith but of living it,

I could happily connect it with Ezra Pound’s great admonishment to poets:

“do not describe, present,” which can also be translated as “show, don’t tell.”

In poems this means allowing the reader to experience on their own

Rather than attempting to control the response.

In evangelism, it means living in such a way that others may be attracted

To you and your values, but not taking this as a license to preach to them

About your beliefs, your beliefs.

You may be aching to tell all about it, but it may not be the right time for it,

Or the right terminology.

The best evangelism – the show, don’t tell kind – presumes an understanding

Of relationship that precludes forcing your faith, 

and the language of your faith,

on another person.”

 Second Reading

Our second reading this morning is from one of our most beloved,

And most prolific ministers,

The Rev. Dr. Forrest Church, who is now minister emeritus

Of All Souls Unitarian Universalist Church in New York City.

This is selected from a talk he gave in 2004

On the provocative theme of ‘Born Again Unitarian Universalism.’

Let’s listen in:

“You are at a dinner party and somehow the uncomfortable information

leaks out that you are the only one there who goes to church.

‘What sort of church?” the others ask.

“Well, it’s not really a church – you see I am a Unitarian Universalist.”

“Oh, I have always wondered about UU’s.  What do you actually believe?”

“Actually nothing – well, no, not really nothing, more like anything…”

At All Souls UU Church in New York, at coming-of-age Sunday, 9th graders

Deliver a 3-minute credo statement.

In 3 minutes, could you say what you believe, not what you don’t believe?

Do you have a ready answer for the dinner party?

You could say, “UUism is a quintessentially American faith.”

Our UU Principles spring from the same sources as the Declaration of Independence,

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and the Earth Charter:

“Affirm faith in the in the inherent dignity of all human beings.”

Our principles echo in each.

Some people define religion narrowly and embrace it.

Our skeptical neighbors define religion narrowly and reject it.

We define religion broadly and embrace it.

Theology is poetry, not science.  We are inside the Cathedral of the World

Where there are millions of windows.

In this respect we are many, but the same light shines through all.

We cannot look directly at the sun,

Though one sun (a Unitarian idea) shines on all that we see through every window

(a Universalist idea).

Some conclude theirs is the only window.

However, we are more alike in our limited perspectives than

We differ in our limited knowledge.

This is our essential Unity, the central pillar of the Cathedral.

Faced with different perspectives, we can convert, destroy, ignore, or respect.

We must not permit stone throwing in the Cathedral.

Religion is our response to the dual reality of being alive and having to die.

Thomas Jefferson said, “It is in lives, not our words, that our religion must be read.”

Thus, the purpose of life is to live in such a way that our lives will prove to be

Worth dying for.

Together we cry; together we walk holding hands;

Together we do love’s work, and thereby we are saved.

Don’t be ashamed of your gospel,

And when questions come up at dinner parties, testify,

And then invite everyone to your church.

Something’s going to kill you, but it won’t be that.

Go out joyfully, climb the rooftops, sing your song, and spread the Word.

“Unitarian Universalist Evangelism??”

We begin on this theme of spreading the Word,

On the maybe scary word of Evangelism,

In a round-about way: with a scene from the “The Simpsons.”

There is a Simpson episode in which the news breaks out

That a killer asteroid is going to decimate the entire town of Springfield 
in a matter of hours.

Everyone is panicking.  People are running everywhere.

Folks are behaving in unexpected ways.

And perhaps most unexpected is the moment when the

ever-faithful and devout flock at the local church

are shown running out of the sanctuary after they learn the horrible news.

Where are they going, we wonder?

This is when the scene shifts to the local bar, Moe’s, 

Where the ever-faithful and devout flock of that establishment

Are shown running and screaming from the bar after they learn the news.

And where are they going, we wonder?

And then the scene unfolds to a wider view, showing the two groups

Running past each other as hard as they can.

And its then we learn that the church folks are running straight for the bar,

And the bar folks are running straight to the church.

It seems in times of crisis we sometimes go where we most long to be.

There are so many sermons we could write together using this scene

As our starting point.

I, for one, am particularly keen to ask us where we might go if we learned

During a service that an asteroid was coming. 

‘Do we stay? Do we pray? Do we run away?’ is my working sermon title.

But ever since a friend of mine shared this Simpson’s scene with me

The dream that has been coming to me is what it would mean for us

if our church was filled

Not just with those of you who are here week in and week out - 

Let’s call ourselves the regular crowd - 

But also the folks who long ago gave up on or never gave a chance to

the idea of religion and church.

We’d be sharing pews with some of the folks from the bars, maybe,

But also the folks who for one reason or another felt they couldn’t accept

What happened in a church or that a church wouldn’t accept them,

Or maybe they just never made the time.

But, in my dream, now we’re all here together on a Sunday morning.

You, my regular crowd, hopefully you have decided to stay with me,

And sitting next to us are these folks full of questions about why they’re here,

Full of doubts, but full of hunger, too, full of longings,

Each with a story.
What will we say to them?  How will we welcome them?

How will we describe to them our church and our Unitarian Universalist faith

In positive terms?  

And if true evangelism – there’s that word, I hope to help us with it in a minute – 

Is showing, not telling; presenting, not describing,

What will we show about ourselves, our church, our faith?

Let me cut to the chase about this sermon.

Today our congregation is joining hundreds of others across

The country in raising questions like those I just asked,

Questions about how we can describe ourselves to others,

How we can present or show our UU faith,

How we can reach out beyond ‘the regular crowd’ and even try to grow.

This is not a Sunday when all the ministers in our denomination

Are being asked to wave pom-poms and do a little dance for the UUA - 

I won’t ask you to sit with that image for long – 

But rather a chance for us to join together with thousands of 
other Unitarian Universalists

In letting the world know that a religion dedicated to deeds not creeds,

To spiritual freedom not enforced conformity, to acceptance not exclusion

Does, in fact, exist.  

It’s true.  We’re here.  We’re not a pretend religion.
Don’t we think more people would want to know about us?


Don’t we believe our religious voice has some healing to offer a hurting world?

These are the questions driving this initiative.  

Also driving it is this need for dollars, our dollars specifically,

half of which raised in our collection today will go toward a series of 
advertisements in Time Magazine, 

another quarter going to individual congregations like ours

to help us with our own growth initiatives, 

and the final quarter dedicated to helping recruit to our professional ministry

more people of color, people we are sorely missing.

We can expect that some of these efforts will work  

And some will not.

We will love some of the ads about us in Time,

And others we will perhaps love less.

Theology, says Forrest Church, is poetry, not science,

And I’m thinking this work of getting the word out about us is lot like writing a poem - 

We never quite know which word or line will speak to someone.

So I find myself feeling generous about supporting this effort,

Generous enough to want to give my own dollars and also invite you to join me,

Because I think it’s time that we as a movement try to reach outside ourselves

And grow.
Which leads us, first, to questions about Why,

Questions about numbers, questions about Why Grow?

And wrestling with this sometimes-scary word: Evangelism.

Factoid #1: the last time Unitarian Universalism

Tried to advertise itself John Kennedy was still in office

And the town of Sherborn was still relatively affordable.

Factoid #2: in 1961 there were roughly the same number

Of Unitarian Universalists in the U.S. and Canada - around 300,000 - 

And the same number of congregations - a little over 1,000 - 

That there are today.

We’ve mostly liked it that way.

We’re not out to convert people, we say, and we’d be right.

People should decide for themselves what they believe

And where they might go to church, we say, and we’d be right, too.
We’ve often laughed together about our awkwardness at describing 

Our religion to others.

‘What do you get when you combine a Unitarian Universalist with a Jehova’s Witness? 

Someone who knocks on your door and doesn’t say anything!’

And then we’ve often comforted ourselves, as one of my colleagues said,

With the idea that if small is beautiful,

Then being tiny must be terrific.

So we’ve preached mostly to the choir.

We’ve assumed that the people who need us would eventually find us

Without our help.

We’ve sometimes let our reaction against religious conservatism 

Keep us from doing or affirming anything that might lead people to think we’re 
actually religious ourselves. 

And, as a result, I often think our movement has been left behind

And missed many, many opportunities to make a positive difference

In the world and in people’s lives.

Evangelism.  We will be happy to know it’s not a word

Coined and copyrighted by the Religious Right.

It comes from the Greek ‘euangelos’ meaning a messenger 

Who brings good news.

And when I first read this definition I noted how it doesn’t say 
force-feed the good news.

I noted the absence of fires or threats of hell 

If the good news isn’t accepted.

This messenger, I noted, seems nice.   

They are presenting good news, like an offering.

And this definition has left me wondering: 

why can’t we think of ourselves as messengers, too?

Don’t we have good news? 

Wouldn’t some of the folks sitting next to us in the pews,

The people from my dream who aren’t counted among our regular crowd,

Wouldn’t they like to know there is a church that could welcome them for who they are,

That could encourage and support their search for truth and meaning,

That could nurture their spirits?

I think about why Evangelize Unitarian Universalism

And I find myself not even thinking of things like growth initiatives

And advertisements and big, impressive numbers and capital campaigns.

No, instead I think instead of faces with names and lives and stories that you and I

Have never met.

This effort to get the word out about us, I’m thinking, this isn’t at its center about

Growing at all.

It’s really about love.  Love for the people who need to us to be here,

But who because we haven’t reached out to them before,

Don’t know that we’re here.

We’re messengers, you and I.  And we have good news to share:

Welcome the stranger, we say.  Welcome the spiritually homeless,

The hungry in spirit.

Welcome the doubter, the believer, the people who don’t know.

Welcome the refugees from mixed-marriages, the gay and straight,

The old and young.

‘No matter who you are, no matter who you love,

We welcome you to our church,’ 

we say in our welcome to you every Sunday morning.

But is saying and telling enough, I wonder.  Is having a 3-minute 

Speech for the awkward dinner party conversation about your church

Enough?  Are ads in national magazines enough?  Money for membership

Coordinators in congregations enough?

None of all this, I’m thinking, will compare in the end to the ways you and I 

Can evangelize our faith 

By showing with our actions what we say we actually believe in.

‘Preaching practiced is so much better than practiced preaching,’

Is how my colleague John Corrado says it.

“Don’t describe, present,’ is how the poet Ezra Pound says it.

By your fruits you will know them, is how Scripture says it.

Yesterday morning and into the afternoon,

I went to the memorial service I mentioned earlier for my colleague Ken Powell,

The longtime minister of Pilgrim Church here in Sherborn

who was noted for his excellent,

Stirring, wonderful sermons.

There were many beautiful words shared about him during the 2 hours

We celebrated his life,

But the ones that touched me the most was when one of the ministers

Stood up and said that long after a lovely turn of phrase or catchy title

Of a sermon was forgotten, 

What we all would remember about Ken was the visit he made to your home,

The call he made when you were in trouble, the day he visited you in the hospital.

“Ken’s whole life was a sermon,” is the line that struck me most,

and not just because I’m a preacher, too.

Here’s the question I hope we will remember long after

The rest of this sermon is forgotten:

What sermon are you writing with your life?

What good news are you the messenger of?

Do people know what you believe in, what your religion is,

by the way you are choosing to live?

In the cathedral that is our world,

Where there is one light for us all,

And many different perspectives by which we each can glimpse this light… 

Are we more accepting of others than judging?

Welcoming and not ignoring?

Showing instead of converting?

Loving and not wounding?

Building bridges rather than throwing stones?

Friends, each of us are messengers in this,

The Cathedral of the World.

Each of us are like angels and we do have good news to share.

May we go out, as Forrest says, joyfully,

Climb to the rooftops, Sing our song,

And with our lips and our lives spread the Word

Amen, let’s fly!

