DIVIDED NO MORE
By Michael A. Schuler
May 20, 2018

A VOICE FROM OUR PAST
Adlai Stevenson

I think that one of our most important tasks
as Unitarians is to convince ourselves and
others that there is nothing to fear in
difference; that difference is, in fact, one of
the healthiest and most invigorating of human
characteristics without which life would
become lifeless.

Here lies the power of the liberal way — not
in making the whole world Unitarian; but in
helping ourselves and others to see some of
the possibilities inherent in viewpoints other
than one’s own — in encouraging the free
interchange of ideas and in welcoming fresh
approaches to the problems of life. It urges
the fullest, most vigorous use of critical self-
examination.

Thus we can learn to grow together, to
unite in our common search for the key to a
better and happier world.

** REFLECTIONS**

Flower communion is an annual celebration
unique to our faith tradition. It’s not a terrible
old convention, dating back only to the
1930’s. It didn’t really come into vogue as
part of UU worship practices until the 1970’s.
But because it gives colorful expression to the
spirit of inclusion, it aligns perfectly with the
sentiments of both the Third of our Seven UU
Principles and FUS’s own Bond of Union.

For its part, the Third Principle enjoins us
to accept one another and offer
encouragement to further spiritual growth.
The Bond of Union, composed and adopted in
1879, obliges us to invite into membership
“those of whatever theological opinion who
wish to unite with us in the promotion of
truth, righteousness, reverence and charity for

all.” In both of these declarations, the
operative concept is “acceptance.”

Unitarian Universalism holds that it’s
possible for people to enjoy genuine religious
communion despite the absence of doctrinal
uniformity. Or, as the 16™ century
Transylvanian Unitarian, Frances David, is
reputed to have said, “We need not think alike
to love alike.”

The scope of our theological welcome has
expanded over the centuries. Originally, it
applied only to those within the Christian
communion. Early on, Unitarianism and
Universalism eschewed creedal tests for
membership in favor of the sanctity of
individual conscience. It was assumed,
however, that our congregations would be
comprised exclusively of professing
“Christians” and those who fell outside of that
parameter were excludable.

That began to change as some prominent
Unitarians aligned themselves with the
American Romantic Movement, also known
as Transcendentalism. Open-minded, original
thinkers like Ralph Waldo Emerson and
Margaret Fuller were favorably impressed
with the wisdom teachings contained in newly
translated Hindu and Buddhist texts. And
while the more traditional Unitarian and
Universalist elites initially scoffed at notion
that such “foreign” ideas had any place in
their movements, history was on the side of
the Transcendentalists.

And, once the camel had stuck its nose
under the tent, there was really nothing to stop
it from crawling all the way in. In the wake
of Charles Darwin’s “On the Origin of
Species,” some broached the possibility of a
non-metaphysical religion — one focused on
ethics, friendly to science and in which a
Supreme Being was dispensable. Again, it



took time for this new naturalistic humanism
to gain acceptance, but by the 1930’s one of
Universalism’s most prominent spokesmen,
Clarence Skinner of Tufts University could
write:

Universalism is the largest thought the
world has ever known; it is the most
revolutionary doctrine ever
proclaimed; it is the most expansive
hope ever dreamed.... Henceforth, our
minds shall become more inclusive,
our spirits more democratic and our
intuitions more cosmic. Larger views
of life shall make the prison-house of
ancient creeds become abhorrent.

This trend towards a more comprehensive
and inclusionary spiritual fellowship has
continued, as people harboring an earth-
centered perspective — pagans, wiccans, deep
ecologists — have been welcomed into the
fold. Nevertheless, Unitarian Universalism is
not and cannot be all things to all people.
There will always be those for whom we are
just not a comfortable fit.

In thinking about who’s “in” and who’s
“out” it may be helpful to highlight the
differences between two historical
expressions of Universalism, the Hellenic and
the Roman. After Alexander the Great had
conquered much of the Near Eastern and
Mediterranean world, his successors took on
the project of “Hellenizing” the peoples they
now controlled. In putting into effect a policy
of cultural imperialism,, these rulers sought to
impose Greek beliefs, Greek manners, the
Greek language, Greek mores onto their
subjects. Here, then, “Universalism” stood for
the creation of a virtual monoculture in which
unwanted elements were steadily weeded out.

In much the same sense, the Roman
Catholic Church has historically tried to put
a universal stamp on its doctrines. A long
succession of Popes and Councils insisted it
was the only true religion outside of which

redemption was not possible. The Church’s
ongoing campaign to achieve worldwide
hegemony through crusades and missionary
efforts was another manifestation of
imperialistic Universalism.

By contrast, Roman Universalism allowed
for religious and cultural differences. As they
built an empire, the Romans expected
obedience and tribute from their vassal states,
but with rare exceptions, and unless they
smelled disloyalty, they followed a policy of
“live and let live.” People were allowed to
retain their culture, their gods and their ways
of worship, the Romans having correctly
decided this lessened the possibility of
Insurrection.

There is an inherent tension between these
two flavors of Universalism. And, although
the parallel isn’t precise, it helps explain why
our own contemporary Unitarian Universalist
movement cannot accommodate those for
whom a pluralistic religious culture is
anathema. Folks who argue that the United
States was founded as a “Christian nation”
and must become one again; or who disparage
Islam as an incorrigible Jihadist faith; or who
equate pagans and wiccans with devil
worshippers; or who dismiss historical and
scientific scholarship while insisting that the
Bible is a font of irrefutable truth — these are
all expressions of imperialistic Universalism.
As such, they are essentially incompatible
with the Universalist principles we uphold. As
the Universalist poet Edwin Markham
famously put it:

He drew a circle that shut me out--
Heretic, a rebel, a thing to flout.

But Love and I had the wit to win:
We drew a circle that took him in!

It’s also important to note here that both
Unitarian Universalism’s Third Principle
and our Society’s Bond of Union contain
certain qualifiers as to what and whom we can
accommodate. The first of these statements



reminds us that we don’t have all the answers
and must therefore be open to the possibility
of further spiritual growth. In the words of
one of our classic hymns, “Revelation is not
sealed, truth and right are still revealed.”
Knowing we have much to learn from each
other, we welcome diversity as the gift that
keeps on giving. Because they don’t entertain
any doctrinal doubts, diversity hardly
commends itself to Imperialistic
Universalists.

That being said, it’s important to point out
that the Third Principle, like the other six, is
not meant as a description of our lived reality,
which will always be less than perfect. It’s
better understood as an aspirational statement,
calling us to be aware of our biases and in
touch with our resistance. It’s a call for
mindfulness, honesty, and good faith effort to
become more open and accepting than we
currently are.

The Bond of Union also contains a
conditional clause, limiting persons who
would unite with us to those willing to
promote “truth, righteousness, reverence and
charity for all.” There are, needless to say,
people with views that don’t square with this
agenda either. They are convinced that some
are more deserving of consideration than
others and that reverence and charity are to be
reserved for the chosen few. In other words,
the implied egalitarianism of the Bond of
Union isn’t consistent with what some think it
means to be properly “religious.”

The spirit of inclusiveness has informed
our collective life in ways other than the
theological. Very early on, Unitarian
Universalism adopted resolutions supporting
gays, lesbians and transgendered people and
welcoming them into our congregations and
clergy ranks. FUS achieved official
“Welcoming Congregation” status some
twenty-five years ago. We adopted this
position because it’s consistent with our First
Principle that affirms the inherent worth and
dignity of all people, but also because we do

not take the Bible’s scurrilous statements
about same-sex relationships at face value.
Given the forgoing, is it conceivable that
Unitarian Universalism could be an agent of
reconciliation in this deeply divided culture of
ours? The answer to that, I’m afraid, is
mixed. Despite the emphasis we have placed
on diversity, in certain respects Unitarian
Universalism, too, resembles a monoculture.
We are a solidly middle-class movement
comprised primarily of white, well-educated
knowledge-workers. And, as our intern T.
Kay Browning pointed out several weeks
ago, surveys indicate that 92% of adult UU’s
routinely vote for Democratic candidates.

So, are we are part of the solution or part of
the problem? Nine out of ten Unitarian
Universalists probably voted for someone
other than Donald Trump in the last
Presidential election, while a comparable
percentage of Evangelical Christians did
precisely the opposite.

Unitarian clergy gladly perform same-sex
weddings, while Evangelical county clerks
refuse to issue marriage licenses to such
couples. We generally support the Black
Lives Matter movement while those holding
more conservative views are more
sympathetic to law enforcement. We wring
our hands over global climate change while
the more devout insist that the weather is
nobody’s business but God’s.

So in terms of the hot-button issues
Americans are currently grappling with, we
UU’s aren’t exactly neutral parties. What,
then, do we bring to the table that might make
it easier to communicate across the great
divide?

To answer that question we first have to
allow that it takes at least two willing agents
to have a constructive conversation, both of
whom must position themselves to listen as
well as to air their views. Too often in recent
times that has not been possible, and some
have assigned the blame for that to folks like
us. Indeed, ever since the 2016 election



numerous commentators have suggested that
progressives should be doing more to engage
with the angry, alienated and disillusioned
voters who made Donald Trump their
choice. There’s probably some merit to that
argument, but it doesn’t tell the whole story.
Shortly after the Presidential election,
Amanda Marcotte, a columnist for the on-
line journal, Salon, evinced frustration. While
allowing that more communication across
partisan lines would be a good thing, she also
observed that:

...such efforts are almost always one-
sided: liberals are instructed to reach
out to conservatives and practice
empathy for them.... The irony in all
this is that the reason pundits ask
liberals and not conservatives is
because they know liberals are likely
to listen.... While liberals certainly
say nasty things about conservatives,
the level of dehumanization that goes
the other way simply isn’t there....
Decades of right-wing media has
taught its audience that liberals are
subhuman scum, and that hating
liberals...is far more important than
minor concerns like preventing war or
economic destruction.

Despite its angry, indignant tone,
Marcotte’s complaint doesn’t fly too wide of
the mark. Consider again if you will the
unshakable popularity Donald Trump enjoys
among conservative Christians. What would it
take, one wonders, for these folks to question
their commitment to this decidedly “un-
Christian” character? For many the answer is
“nothing” because they firmly believe that the
President is God’s anointed; that for all his
imperfections he is the instrument the Good
Lord has chosen to advance his agenda.

By contrast, Mr. Trump’s predecessor in
the White House was routinely labeled the
Anti-Christ by these same Evangelical true

believers despite Obama’s unsullied and
scandal-free private life. These are
individuals whose convictions are grounded
in a Manichean mindset that sorts people into
the saved and the damned, the agents of
darkness and the apostles of light. One can
make overtures to them, but you’re unlikely
to get very far. I should know; I’ve got them
in my own family, as I’'m sure some of you do
as well. As Parker Palmer notes in his book
Healing the Heart of Democracy, “There are
people on the far right (and the far left, for
that matter), who can’t join in a creative
dialogue about our differences.”

But, Palmer continues, if we leave aside
the unreachable dogmatists, 60-70% of the
population remains who could be engaged in
productive conversation, given the right
conditions. And as Unitarian Universalists [
do think we are attitudinally well positioned
to undertake this work, at least among those
who haven’t already written us off as lost
souls.

So what have we got going for us?
Curiosity for one thing. A contemporary UU
hymn ends with the line, “To question, truly,
is an answer.” Because our faith tradition is
informed and guided by a questing,
questioning spirit rather than by a body of
unalterable truths, we are able to entertain
wide a variety of viewpoints. Most of the
UU’s I know are genuinely curious about how
and why people think the way they do.

Like everybody else, we have our biases.
However, we generally are able to recognize
them as such — biases — rather than objective
truths. Unitarian Universalists also manifest a
higher tolerance for ambiguity than most
others. As our late music director ellsworth
snyder was fond of saying, “Life is not
simple.” Indeed it’s not, and this recognition
of life’s inherent messiness makes it possible
for us to listen more closely and respectfully
to opposing opinions. The fact that Unitarian
Universalism has over time become more



inclusive attests to this spirit of openness and
curiosity.

In the second place, as a movement
grounded in democratic principles and
processes, we understand the need for
compromise. Life is not a zero-sum game, a
winner-take all contest in which the losing
party is vanquished by the triumphant,
monopolizing victors. Too often today the
whole notion of a “loyal opposition,” so
critical to a healthy civic culture and a well-
functioning democracy, has given way to a
no-holds-barred struggle in which no quarter
is either expected or given.

My experience has been that Unitarian
Universalists are generally good losers and
generous winners. We may rue the outcome
to an election or a policy debate, but we aren’t
willing to upset the democratic applecart in
order to get our way. By contrast, in October
2016 Trump surrogate Roger Stone warned
that, “there will be a bloodbath if the

Democrats ‘steal’ the election. ” For
convicted partisans like Stone winning is all
that matters, even at the cost of our precious
but fragile political heritage.

So rather than throw down the gauntlet
when in the company of our ideological
opposite, let’s see what it feels like to invite a
conversation. Demonstrate to others that we
are curious and perhaps even persuadable.
It’s not the easiest thing to do, but it is the
right thing to do. As my late colleague
Forrest Church once said,

I define the word “sin” simply: it is
anything that divides us; within
ourselves, against our neighbors, from
the ground of Being.... Salvation,
then, is about reconciliation....it is that
rare, blessed moment when we make
full peace with ourselves, and with our
neighbors.



