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In a 2003 sermon delivered at First Jefferson Unitarian Universalist 

Church in Golden, Colorado, the then president of the UUA, the Rev. 

William G. Sinkford, asserted:  “... we have in our Principles an 

affirmation of our faith which uses not one single piece of religious 

language.  Not one. [Sinkford’s italics]” (p.2).  He blamed this 

situation on the hard-won compromises that made the merger of 

Unitarians and Universalists possible in 1961, and allowed both the 

theists and the humanists in our churches to remain together in one 

religious organization.  Even the revisions of 1984, he continued, 

“completely avoided anything that smacked of traditional religious 

language”.  Our Purposes and Principles “serve us well as a 

covenant....  They frame a broad ethic, but not a theology.  They 

contain no hint of the holy” (loc. cit.). 

 

 My purpose this morning is to explore the accuracy of President 

Sinkford’s assertion.  I ask you to reflect along with me:  What is 

“religious language”?  What does the word “theology” mean?  What do 

you and I imagine when we speak of the “holy”, the “sacred”, or the 

“divine”?  Indeed, what does even the word “religion” mean? Probably 

the majority of Unitarian Universalists are happy to have a community 

that meets their own intellectual, spiritual and social needs, and 

don’t much trouble themselves about whether we UUs have any proper 

right to call ourselves a “religion”, our principles a “theology”, 

and our meeting hall a “church”.  But some UUs are troubled, either 

because Christian and Jewish friends raise questions and cast doubts 

or because we are curious about basic words and their uses.  We 

wonder if UU understanding and application of traditional religious 

language is justified.  And, if it is justified, is that because we 

are actually using the words as others use them after all?  ... or 

because we think we can get away with giving old words new or 

modified meanings? 

 

 Let me be clear, however, that I totally support Rev. Sinkford’s 

apparently controversial call for a UU “language of reverence”. The 

humanist strain in UUism has been very inhospitable towards any hint 

of “reverence”; though a humanist myself, I find this reluctance to 

embrace “reverence” regrettable. I believe that it cripples our faith 

and hinders our growth. 



 

 

 

 

 “Religion” itself is perhaps the best word with which to start.  

What we call “religion” is the total collection of our responses to 

the following realities: 

 

  1) our bewilderment, awe and reverence in the face of Creation —— 

that is, in the face of the whole expanse of the material Universe 

and in the face of quivering Life within that Universe; 

 

  2) our fears, joys and hopes in the face of the challenges of Life 

and the certainty of Death, together with our reluctantly admitted 

wonderment about the point or purpose of the world’s injustice and 

undeserved suffering;  

 

  3) our continual struggle to identify just, fair and compassionate 

Ethical guidelines to help us realize our needs and wants, without 

unleashing our selfish drives and in the face of limits imposed by 

competition from other living creatures and by a finite Universe;  

and 

 

  4) our struggle to bind all these considerations together in a way 

that makes sense of the Whole, that gives meaning or purpose to 

Existence (i.e., to our individual and collective Presence here and 

now), and that, perhaps, in addition, explores our haunting sense 

that there may be some transcendent, ultimate Force or Power that 

creates, sustains and explains it all. 

 

 The etymology of “religion” is obscure, but it seems to be 

related to words like “ligament” (something that ties or binds), with 

the prefix “re-” —— suggesting that it ties the most fundamental of 

things back to something ultimate.  Is the “ultimate” a crucified 

charismatic prophet, a virgin mother, and a distant father, all 

linked to us through the daily presence of a holy spirit?  I confess 

to caricaturization here, but does adding abstract concepts of 

transcendence and imminence do much to improve this picture?  Or is 

the “ultimate” the entirety of what we can grasp of Creation, Life 

and the Challenges of their interaction, all shrouded in an admitted 

mystery beyond our ken?  Isn’t most theology essentially building 

some synthesis of both paths and obstacles to explaining and living 

with what the second caricaturization invites us to address directly? 

 

 Personally, I don’t think that UUs should be hesitant or 

defensive about this at all.  Ours is a religion that strives to tie 

Creation, Life, and Death together in a meaningful relationship, 

given that we are bewildered by their magic, mystery and majesty, and 

that seeks discernment of and bonds to worthy ethical values of 

enduring force —— that is, a religion that interrogates & celebrates 



 

 

 

the joys and concerns we all meet during our time on earth.  Just 

like any other faith tradition. Differences are of course created by 

how we strive and by what concepts & words we use to describe the 

resulting encounters with realities & beliefs. 

 

 By the way, I don’t mean to estimate how many UUs actually do 

bother themselves about any of these questions —— but it would be 

equally tactful not to ask how many adherents of other religions 

ruminate daily about the intricacies of either Creation or their 

faith! 

 

 My central thesis, let us be clear, is that, if the “Ultimate 

Reality” is that wondrous conjunction of quivering Life and the 

material Universe, then no religious language is more appropriate 

than that of our Seven Principles. 

 

 One of the significant challenges that traditional faiths can 

put up against us is that they appear to have used language and 

liturgy longer than we have, even though we too are heirs to the same 

traditions.  Completely forgetting that their own terms evolved over 

time and in discussion with rival faiths, they try to get away with 

monopolizing the standards of religiosity —— i.e., with usurping the 

basic concepts & definitions of religion and insisting that their 

words alone have spiritual resonance & substance.  We need to 

challenge their right to do this, just as Protestant theologians 

challenged their Catholic predecessors.  Religious language is used 

spiritually in prayer, worship and formal liturgy, and it is used 

intellectually in theology, history and church governance.  In 

addressing ethical questions, it is used both spiritually and 

intellectually.  Let’s explore the spiritual language first. 

 

 Much religious language is used to express the believer’s awe, 

veneration, appeals or gratitude when speaking of —— or even to —— 

God or the manifestations of God, or God’s divine representatives: 

archangels, angels and saints. But let’s be candid:  the language is 

only religious if its revered objects are believed to be really and 

truly sacred.  And Unitarians began, in the 16
th
 century, to deny that 

any manifestation other than God “Himself” was actually the Divinity.  

When Christians state that words worshipping Jesus or venerating Mary 

are “religious”, we need to demand that they tell us Why?!  The 

answer will be that Jesus and Mary are sacred, holy, divine persons, 

but our reply is of course that they are not, not in the unique sense 

essential to the claim.  These personages have been elevated to a 

divine or sacred status by human fiat and tradition. 

 

 If we were to state (as, for example, I would) that the Universe 

and the Life within it are sacred and that therefore we worship 



 

 

 

Creation and its many manifestations, a Christian either would reject 

our assertion altogether or would only acknowledge the sacredness of 

Creation because of the Creator behind it.  Personally, I believe 

that it is the Creation that should be worshipped and that the notion 

of a Divine Creator only gets in the way of that exercise!  It is the 

given of Creation that induces us to seek or look for some sort of 

Creator.  If this be “pantheism”, let’s accept the charge, but I 

suggest that worshipping Creation as an overwhelming and mysterious 

force does not mean that we worship animals, trees, rocks and 

streams. 

 

 The argument comes down to our assertion against theirs; if you 

prefer, the argument comes down to Faith.  I think it is time that, 

in addition to trying to find reasons to call our religious language 

“religious”, we begin to demand that they explain to us why a Hail 

Mary prayer is “religious”.  What does it do for them that is in some 

sense uniquely spiritual and why does it do that?  Why is the Lord’s 

Prayer more religious than affirming “the inherent worth and dignity 

of every person” and promoting “a free and responsible search for 

truth and meaning”? 

 

 As regards symbols, our Flaming Chalice is just as rooted in a 

sacred event as is the Cross or Crucifix.  Our Chalice commemorates 

heroic Unitarian efforts to save potential victims from the Nazi 

Holocaust, together with building symbolic meaning out of the 

constructive/destructive paradox of fire, while the Cross 

commemorates the crucifixion and legendary resurrection of an often 

misunderstood prophet, together with building meaning out of the 

assertion that this event somehow offers salvation from some 

undocumented quality in human nature to those who believe the Eden 

story. And our flower communion —— symbolizing how, in Prague, 

Norbert and Maja Čapek brought into community hundreds of people of 

diverse faiths and languages —— is just as deeply spiritual as the 

wine-and-bread communion that symbolizes the blood and flesh of a 

charismatic leader who anticipated his own imminent death. 

 

 Would it be to our credit or our blame if our venerations were 

made for entirely positive, even joyful, reasons, when traditional 

venerations both share these motivations and reveal their fears and 

an imputed divine intimidation?  For most adherents of most faiths, 

the bright side is balanced (or contaminated?) by a dark side. Could 

one argue that an exclusively bright-side religion deserves 

consideration even if at first it appears naïve?  Indeed, are our 

Principles merely an affirmation of beatific ideals —— or should we 

also see in them our UU recognition of and response to both our 

existential doubts and Creation’s dark side?! 

 



 

 

 

 Religious language is also used intellectually: that is, it is 

used to define, describe, and interpret what is universally called 

“God”.  Here, too, I don’t think Unitarian Universalists should let 

members of other faiths get away with monopolizing the word “God” and 

everything the word stands for.  The Saskatoon friend who originally 

incited me to this sermon has clearly defined the Jewish-Christian-

Muslim “God” in these words:  “a self-aware being who has created the 

universe for a specific purpose and who either guides everything that 

happens or has built the end result into the original design”.  Most 

of us know many UUs who say they believe in God, but I don’t know any 

UU who believes in the God that Bryan hereby defines.  Does that mean 

we UUs cannot legitimately use the word at all?  Many prominent 

Jewish and Christian theologians have themselves tried to broaden the 

concept —— to make it more abstract, less anthropomorphic —— so that 

“God” becomes “Ultimate Reality”, “Ground of our Being”, “Creative 

Force”, for example;  but these theologians are usually ignored or 

denounced by their mainstream co-religionists and not widely embraced 

by UUs either —— despite their profound and useful insightfulness.  

Isn’t “the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a 

part” as good a definition of “God” as any phrase you have ever heard 

elsewhere? 

 

 Theologians also use what they would term religious language in 

attempts to explore concepts of an afterlife, disobedience to God, 

what it means to be in “covenant” with God, human pride, salvation 

from something called “sin”, supernatural miracles, the nature and 

significance of the man called Jesus, and even designs for church 

organization and governance.  Is human nature depraved?  Are non-

believers condemned eternally?  Did Jesus revive individuals who were 

really dead, including himself?  Does God really want His church 

guided by bishops? 

 

 Are any of these ideas or questions more inherently sacred than 

“acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth”, or 

more intrinsically holy than “the democratic process” or “the goal of 

world community with peace, liberty, and justice for all”?  How are 

debates over “Free Will” and “Predestination” different from or more 

religiously elevated than the UU proclamation of “the right of 

conscience”?  How would you describe “God’s love” without speaking of 

“justice, equity and compassion in human relations”?  If you say 

God’s “forgiveness” is missing from our Principles, I would refer you 

back to our “acceptance of one another”, especially when reinforced 

by “encouragement to spiritual growth”. 

 

 Before concluding, I should at least point out briefly that 

there is one more test of our Seven Principles’ religiosity (or even 

of their spirituality), neither discussed by Sinkford nor part of his 



 

 

 

remit.  That is, how demanding are the Principles?  How much of a 

challenge are they to respect and to apply?  While everyone refers 

with admiration, even reverence, to the Sermon on the Mount, everyone 

also says that its admonitions & exhortations are not meant for 

ordinary individuals pursuing their daily lives.  Even for monks and 

nuns, they are ideals, not guidelines. Would UUs say the same of our 

Principles? If not, is that proof of their inadequacy as religious 

aspirations/commitments —— or rather, a sign of their more demanding 

(more spiritual) exhortation? 

 

 I doubt very much that all UUs, all of the time, operate their 

lives in strict adherence to all Seven Principles. This is very 

likely owing to the simple following of custom & routine, 

insensitivity & inattention, the ordinary practice of daily living.  

But none of our Principles is an out-of-reach “ideal”, and I suspect 

that most UUs —— and as part of the reason why they are UUs —— live, 

work and play largely within them.  I find that that is something to 

be admired and extolled; indeed, it’s another sign of a religious 

faith that sincerely blends the physical & the spiritual, the profane 

& the sacred, the earthy & the Ultimate. 

 

 In conclusion, I have to admit that I have myself spent many 

years accepting our Principles as a nicely worded collection of 

ethical virtues and political aspirations.  I couldn’t find the 

religious, let alone the spiritual, element in them anywhere.  It 

took me a very long time to recognize and to put into explicit 

language that my rejection of Christian theology and Christian forms 

of worship meant that I didn’t find their words or their liturgy 

“religious” either! 

 

 The fact is that, first, I began to see the sacred, the holy and 

the miraculous in the every-day, earthly phenomena all around me.  

The majesty and mystery of Creation, even without its abundant and 

dynamic Life, is the basis of all worship and, with Life included, 

the source of all meaning.  What do our Purposes and Principles 

capture and embrace if not that?  And why not embrace that awesome 

and worthy Ultimate Reality directly?  That is, what is gained, 

religiously and spiritually, let alone intellectually, by obscuring 

this direct and pure faith, by one or more intermediate divinities or 

by so-called revealed stories that a very palpably human imagination 

has built into some religious scripture or tradition? 

 

 Now, we can grant, of course, that religion does require stories 

—— for which I offer two sources:  first, our Principles are the 

product of four hundred years of UU stories, stories about Francis 

Dávid, Joseph Priestly, Clara Barton, the Čapeks, and countless 

others; the second source is our own cultural tradition’s Bible.  One 



 

 

 

approach to grasping the inherent worth and dignity of every person 

is in the parable of the Prodigal Son;  Isaiah has much to say about 

justice, equity and peace, even if one has to look elsewhere for 

compassion;  Ruth’s story is about acceptance and spiritual growth, 

Daniel’s about the right of conscience, and Adam and Eve’s about the 

free and responsible search for truth and meaning;  the books of 

Samuel and Judges analyze threats to the democratic process, and 

nowhere has the interdependent web of all existence been brought so 

tightly together as in Noah’s Ark.  UU sermons can, and do, draw on 

Jewish and Christian Scriptures, even if I, for one, regret that it’s 

not done often enough. 

 

 President Sinkford quotes one of the drafters of our revised 

Principles and Purposes, the Rev. Walter Royal Jones, as doubting 

that anyone would ask to have them read on his or her deathbed.  But 

why not?  If we UUs were to read them over more thoughtfully when 

we’re alone, at home, at the lake, on the commuter bus;  if we did so 

in a receptive and reverential manner;  if we committed them to 

memory;  if we could recognize their spiritual and quintessential 

depth —— then, couldn’t they do for us what the Apostles’ Creed does 

for Christians?  For me, at least, I would then be reflecting upon 

the world & the people that I have known and loved and am about to 

leave, without being distracted by references to an only begotten son 

who on the third day rose from hell to heaven. 

 

 What do you want to think about as you die?  You could do worse 

than choose to remember how each of those you love respected 

individual worth and dignity, promoted justice and compassion, always 

sought a democratic context for exercising the right of conscience in 

the search for meaning, and nestled into our cozy if uneasy position 

in the interdependent web of existence.  In short, I would submit 

that the Rev. William Sinkford, along with so many others both within 

our faith & outside it, has missed the point —— not one point, but 

several —— concerning what it means to be religious and what sort of 

principles would best guide us along that path. 
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