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Faith in the Hard Questions 

Delivered to Olympic UU Fellowship by Joseph Bednarik on April 18, 2021 

 

Part I: 

 

This morning’s sermon will, in a riverine way, discuss the Fourth Principle of Unitarian 

Universalism, which reads:  “We affirm and promote… A free and responsible search for 

truth and meaning.”  

 

Let’s start with a true story:  There I was, in front of the bookcase in my office, and saw a 

slender volume of aphorisms by the Argentine poet and gardener Antonio Porchia. “I 

wonder what Porchia has to say about the Fourth Principle?” I asked myself.  I do this 

exercise on occasion:  Ask the Universe a question and see what kind of answer—if 

any—presents itself.  So I pulled the book off the shelf, opened randomly, and my eyes 

fell immediately on this short sentence:  “He who tells the truth says almost nothing.” 

 

Amen 

 

Part II: 

 

As I’ve mentioned in previous sermons, the translation of “sophomore” is “wise fool.” 

 

When I was a wise fool studying philosophy in college I got into one of those classic 

dining-hall conversations with other wise fools about how absurd it was that we human 

beings didn’t know and accept and realize the Truth already, thank you very much. 

 

As in capital-T truth. 

 

Why was it that philosophers were still philosophizing, theologians still pondering God 

or Not-God, that psychologists were still pondering human behavior, and that social 
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scientists were still trying to figure out the interworking and interactions of social 

groups?  

 

We’ve had millennia to think and feel and dance and weep about all this human being 

stuff called “being human.” 

 

And then one of our hardcore science buddies said: “Don’t worry. It’s all a matter of time 

and tools.” 

 

The humanities majors around the table took a collective breath. 

 

“What’s the ‘it’?” we asked. 

 

“Truth,” he said. “Scientific Truth.” 

 

“And the tools?” we asked. 

 

“The best tool is our Big Brain aided by big computers and big telescopes and big 

microscopes.” 

 

A lovely response, all things considered: see far out, see deep in, crank lots of data, do 

some thinking.  

 

Again, let’s give voice to the fourth principle of Unitarian Universalism:   

“We affirm and promote… A free and responsible search for truth and meaning.”  

 

If you remember anything from this morning’s service, please remember that you are 

practicing a religion that is committed to the free and responsible search for truth and 

meaning. This is beautiful and brave and, alas, more than a little idiosyncratic.  
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And how do you square this UU principle with the Holy Bible, the Gospel of John, when 

Jesus says, and I quote, “I am the way, the truth, and the life.” 

 

In your UU practice, have you ever wondered why you are searching so freely and 

responsibly when the Truth was proclaimed over 2000 years ago? 

 

Part III: 

 

In the times before the pandemic, I gave a sermon to another congregation and when I 

used the word “worship” a palpable quiet filled the room whenever I said it. After the 

service my host told me, “You don’t even know what you did in there. We’re struggling 

to figure out what ‘worship’ means for us.” 

 

What an incredible and intimate thing for me to hear!   

 

Being a guest speaker at congregations around the region, I get to experience how others 

worship, and to receive the various gifts that one can receive during any worship service.   

 

For example, once during joys and sorrows a choir director told a story about his attempt 

to find sheet music for some songs that were not in the standard UU hymnals. So he 

called upon neighboring churches in search of this sheet music, and shared that he keenly 

felt the bewilderments from the other congregations about being from something called a 

“Unitarian Universalist fellowship.” 

 

We can imagine the scene of a choir director from a UU congregation saying to a Baptist 

or Methodist or Lutheran: 

➢ “Yes, ‘Unitarian Universalist’ is a mouthful.  

➢ And yes, we call it ‘fellowship’ rather than ‘church.’  

➢ And, yes, you’re right, we don’t hang a cross on or in the building.” 
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We’ve likely all had similar conversations—and perhaps even confrontations—with our 

friends, neighbors, family members, and colleagues when we try to explain who and what 

we are.  

 

The underlying subtext seems to always be:  So what do you believe? 

 

And then, after the choir director placed his candle among the other bright candles of joy 

and sorrow, he concluded his sharing with a simple though provocative sentence:  “I’m a 

person of faith.” 

 

What sparked for me was that this is exactly how I feel, “I’m a person of faith,”  

though I quickly imagined a neighboring clergy member asking a classic wheat-from-

chaff question: “Is Jesus Christ your personal Lord and Savior?” or “Do you believe it 

when Jesus says in the Gospel John that ‘I am the way, the truth, and the life.’” 

 

These are yes or no questions at the consequential crossroads:  Do you, pilgrim, walk the 

right way or the wrong way? 

 

The response “Jesus was a great teacher who searched for and spoke the Truth the best he 

knew how” falls far short, and in some circles leaves your soul in peril. 

 

And it’s a challenge to explain that even the word “soul” is open for discussion in your 

average UU congregation. That is utterly baffling for our faithful neighbors.  

 

Part IV: 

 

A few years ago I performed a memorial service at my home fellowship for a family who 

did not belong to any religious institution, per se.  
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The person who died—a woman in her 70s who had two adult daughters—attended 

Unitarian Universalist fellowships in her past but was no longer an active member of any 

congregation.  

 

Being in nature had become her preferred place and form of worship. 

 

The memorial service was being planned and organized by one of the daughters, and 

during the course of our careful preparations, it became clear that this family—like all 

families—had complicated allegiances, alliances, strains and factions, and the one 

daughter who I was working with wondered whether her estranged sister would even 

attend their mother’s memorial service.  

 

It was an open question that nobody in the family could answer.  

 

Then, minutes before the memorial service was to begin, the estranged sister walked up 

to the doors of the fellowship. “Oh my God, she came!” I heard the one sister whisper, 

who then hurried off into the sanctuary to collect herself. 

 

The estranged sister, who walked through the doorway into a Unitarian Universalist 

fellowship, looked very shaky. When I welcomed her she looked me straight in the eye 

and asked, with an intense edge, “Where’s Jesus?” 

 

“I beg your pardon?” 

 

“Is this place even Christian?”  

 

I explained calmly that yes, Unitarian Universalism has roots in protestant religion, like 

hundreds of other denominations, such as Lutherans, Methodists, Baptists, and Quakers. 

 

My goal was to make this grieving woman feel comfortable and welcome inside the 

building where her mother’s ashes were the focus of the altar—an altar decorated with 
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cedar boughs rather than traditional religious symbols. Inside a building where there was 

no cross; inside a sanctuary where there were no Bibles; to allow her to be present at a 

service where nobody would ease her grieving by saying aloud and with certainty that her 

mother’s soul was in heaven, eternally seated at the right hand of God. 

 

Those are some of the marquee selling points of most Christian denominations:  If your 

faith is strong enough, pure enough, that you are destined for heaven—free from pain—

and will enjoy eternity in the glorious presence of The Lord. 

 

Alas, UU selling points are a bit harder to sell.  

 

On the surface it seems a difficult challenge for UUs to go head-to-head against heavenly 

bliss with our seven principles, none of which deal with soul or eternity. Ours is a very 

earthly, very heady, “this is it” religion.  

 

Imagine meeting a grieving child with our seventh principle: “Mommy is part of the 

interdependent web of all existence, of which we are a part.” 

 

That just doesn’t have the same ring as “Mommy’s in Heaven.” 

 

The Universalist strain of our religion has a slightly different take: That salvation is 

universal, that God’s love is so profound that She envelops all. A miraculous idea, though 

in my experience mostly ignored during our worship. This is not a complaint, merely an 

observation.  

 

I remember a worship service in my home church when the minister invited visitors to 

introduce themselves. A man stood and said he was “looking for a place to celebrate the 

Lord.”  In other words, he was looking forward to celebrating Truth! He looked joyous 

and expectant, and when he said that statement, “looking for a place to celebrate the 

Lord,” I could feel a shudder ripple through the congregation.  

 



 7 

Lord? 

 

And that visitor didn’t even make it through an entire service—a few minutes into the 

sermon he sensed the Lord he was looking for was nowhere to be found in that particular 

building, and he hit the exit, never to return. 

 

The sound of his exit was related to the sound of the estranged daughter’s entrance:   

➢ “Where’s Jesus?”  

➢ “Where’s the Lord?” 

➢ “Where’s Truth?” 

 

Well… Jesus the teacher and searcher and metaphor is right here, thriving, weaved 

tightly into our seven principles. My bet is that Jesus would read our seven principles and 

say, “I’m in.” 

 

And I can also imagine the membership committee responding:  “OK Jesus, you can be 

in, but you can’t be Lord!” 

 

People sometimes attend a UU service and they’re looking for the Lord—they’re looking 

for capital-T Truth—and what do we, as Unitarian Universalists, offer? 

 

We offer a hard-headed and open-hearted religion. And both head and heart are 

connected to calloused hands that work in the world.  

 

This world. With no “Lord” to point toward the next world. 

 

We offer the world—this world—full selves that are capable of thinking and loving and  

doing and searching. We offer deep, metaphorical readings of religious and poetic texts. 

But no “Lord” to point toward the next world. 
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The Universalist side of our religion does us the great favor of creating Love so divine 

that it obliterates hell and offers universal salvation. So perhaps we would do well to 

embrace the idea that our “Lord,” so called, is actually Love. Divine Love.  

 

“God is Love,” so say billions of Christians. Maybe that’s where our deep Judeo-

Christian roots grow together, so when we go and visit neighboring churches in search of 

sheet music, and our neighbors ask “Where’s Jesus?” we can answer, and rightly so, 

“Jesus is in Divine Love.” 

 

And if we’re feeling particularly bold, we can also say, “And Buddha is in Divine Love 

as well. As is Lao-tzu and William Blake, Muhammad and Mary Oliver. And you. And 

me. And… by the way, can I borrow that sheet-music?” 

 

And while we’re we at this neighbor’s house of worship, getting comfortable with each 

other, borrowing each other’s things—like good neighbors always do—it’s only a matter 

of time until one of our new friends tests the waters by telling the oldest Unitarian 

Universalist jokes of them all:   

 

“What does the Ku Klux Klan burn in front of a Unitarian church?” 

 

“A question mark!” 

 

Har, har… 

 

Part V: 

 

When I first heard this joke twenty-five or thirty years ago I thought it meant that 

Unitarians didn’t believe in anything.  Or, perhaps, didn’t know what to believe. Or, 

perhaps, lived in a perpetual state of unwillingness to believe. 
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This, juxtaposed against a white-hooded clan of true believers, passionate zealots, who 

would erect the question mark, douse it in gasoline, and set it ablaze. 

 

As we all know, there can be tremendous truth inside jokes, so let’s consider this one:   

 

Of course, what was usually burned by the Klan was a cross. Along with their white 

pointy hoods, a burning cross was their terrifying trademark. We all have those symbols 

literally burned into us.  

 

And while 99.99% of the population think burning crosses is blasphemous and wrong and 

thuggish and stupid, the Klan embraced the practice as the sign of their faith. What it is, 

in fact, is an unmistakable symbol of hatred and intimidation—points which have been 

argued in the Supreme Court as late as 2002.  

 

Think about that for a few long minutes…in 2002 the Supreme Court is still discussing 

burning crosses! 

 

Because UUs have no cross, no widely recognized religious symbol—and because there 

is general bewilderment about what we believe—it makes perfect sense in the joke that 

the Klan would burn a question mark.  

 

And here’s where the truth lies:  In their hatred and intimidation and ignorance, they 

actually got it right:  We are a burning question mark because we have burning questions.  

 

While on the surface that burning question mark tries to diminish and insult what we UUs 

don’t know or refuse to believe, it calls us to ask penetrating questions, to think into 

answers, and—vigilantly—to never be too certain or too satisfied in what we believe.  

 

To have humanist faith in the process of inquiry; to have the strength of our convictions; 

and to have the courage and audacity to change our minds. 
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Repeat:  To have the courage and audacity to change our minds. 

 

What an incredible religious practice, which finds its full and glorious expression in the 

fourth of our seven principles:  “A free and responsible search for truth and meaning.” 

 

I love the fact that this principle is set in the middle of the list of seven, and I love the fact 

that the word “search” is set in the middle of the sentence. Search is the absolute core of 

our non-creedal religion, and it is the great gift that liberal religion delivers to the world, 

this world.  

 

And who could argue with any of these words:  free, responsible, search, truth, meaning. 

 

So here, together, let’s honor the search:  Face that burning question mark—the symbol 

our greatest tool—and claim it.  

➢ Claim its heat.  

➢ Claim its light.  

➢ And claim its bright roaring power.  

 

As the famous UU bumper sticker says:  “We have questions for all your answers.” 

 

Amen 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Faith in the Hard Questions 

 

Our Fourth Principle inspires us to a “free and responsible search for truth and meaning.” Some of the most 

effective tools to aid in this search are hard questions. With hard questions in mind—and heart!—this 

sermon leaps faithfully into the Fourth Principle, searching for truth and meaning. 

 

[Note: This sermon uses images and elements from a sermon written in 2012, “Faith in Our 

sUUperpowers,”]  


