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Words of Welcome 
 
We welcome you. 
 
We know you come here for different reasons—to find community, to seek your spiritual and 
personal truths, to question, to nurture your heart and soul, to be nurtured, to explore new ideas, to 
find comfort, and perhaps to find the answers to some of your bigger questions.  
 
We welcome you. 
 
We know you come from different places, different religions, different beliefs, and different 
backgrounds. We hope you will find comfort, connection, challenge, and love here. We hope you 
will find ways to provide outreach to others in our congregation, in our local community, and in 
our world community.  

(Marilyn Falkowski, from the UUA Worship Web)  
 
Lighting of Chalice 
 

We come together this day: 
To renew our faith in the holiness, goodness and beauty of life; 
To reaffirm the way of the open mind and the full heart; 
To reclaim the vision of an earth more fair, with all her peoples one. 
 

Responsive Reading 
 

In my sermon today I will be sharing part of my journey in organized religion, which includes 
working as an associate minister for sixteen years (1982-1998) with the Reverend David Rankin, 
who had written a piece titled “What Do Unitarian Universalists Believe?” that was published by 
the Unitarian Universalist Association of Congregations as a little wallet-sized card. 
 
I remember speaking with David about the origin of this series of ten statements. He wrote it, he 
told me, as an attempt to summarize the commonly-held principles and values of religious liberals, 
having surveyed those who identified themselves as such.  
 
To my mind, this is about as fine a summary statement as you will find on the values, principles, 
and processes of the liberal approach in religion.  

 
Please, join me in reading responsively the statement of beliefs that he found characterized 
Unitarian Universalists and religious liberals, which will appear on the screens: 

 
 
 



“What Do Unitarian Universalists Believe?” 
 

MINISTER: We believe in the freedom of religious expression. All individuals should be 
encouraged to develop their own personal theologies, and to present openly their religious opinions 
without fear of censure or reprisal. 
 
CONGREGATION: We believe in the toleration of religious ideas. All religions, in every age and 
culture, possess not only intrinsic merit, but also potential value for those who have learned the art 
of listening. 
 
MINISTER: We believe in the authority of reason and conscience. The ultimate arbiter in religion 
is not a church, or a document, or an official, but the personal choice and decision of the individual. 
 
CONGREGATION: We believe in the never-ending search for Truth. If the mind and heart are 
truly free and open, the revelations which appear to the human spirit are infinitely numerous, 
eternally fruitful, and wondrously exciting. 
 
MINISTER: We believe in the unity of experience. There is no fundamental conflict between faith 
and knowledge, religion and the world, the sacred and the secular, since they all have their source 
in the same reality. 
 
CONGREGATION: We believe in the worth and dignity of each human being. All people on earth 
have an equal claim to life, liberty, and justice – and no idea, ideal, or philosophy is superior to a 
single human life. 
 
MINISTER: We believe in the ethical application of religion. Good works are the natural product 
of a good faith, the evidence of an inner grace that finds completion in social and community 
involvement. 
 
CONGREGATION: We believe in the motive force of love. The governing principle in human 
relationships is the principle of love, which always seeks the welfare of others and never seeks to 
hurt or destroy. 
 
MINISTER: We believe in the necessity of the democratic process. Records are open to scrutiny, 
elections are open to members, and ideas are open to criticism – so that people might govern 
themselves. 
 
CONGREGATION: We believe in the importance of a religious community. The validation of 
experience requires the confirmation of peers, who provide a critical platform along with a network 
of mutual support.   

(David O. Rankin) 
 
 
 
 
 
 



SERMON: “Unitarian Universalism and Liberal Religion: A Personal Perspective” 
 
Introduction 
 
As we are near the beginning of the new program year, I thought I would take a look at the place 
of organized religion in our lives and, in particular, organized religion as practiced in our Unitarian 
Universalist circles.  

 
In doing so, I’ll be sharing portions of my own journey in organized religion … with an invitation 
to you to reflect on your own journey with respect to organized religion.  

 
Originally, I titled this sermon “Is Unitarian Universalism a Religion? Four Approaches” … but 
in working out my sermon this past week, I find it would be better titled “Unitarian Universalism 
and Liberal Religion: A Personal Perspective.” 

 
So, let’s get going. 

 
Challenge of a Liberal Faith  
 
In the mid-1970s I was working for the Board of World Missions of the Christian Reformed 
Church of America, which is the Protestant denomination into which I was born, raised, and 
educated.  
 
And I working for that Board of World Missions on the South Pacific Island of Guam, which, as 
it is advertised, is “Where America’s Day Begins,” as Guam in the Far East is where the sun first 
rises on this American territory.  

 
There, in our bookstore – surprisingly – I came across this little well-worn book.  It’s titled 
Challenge of a Liberal Faith written by Dr. George Marshall, the minister of the Church of the 
Larger Fellowship, which was – and still is – a Unitarian Universalist congregation for far-flung 
religious liberals by mail.  

 
Opening the book, the first page has the heading, “A Faith for Modern Times.”  
 
And, further in the book, I read that “Unitarian Universalism” – a religion I had never heard of – 
“is an organized expression of the liberal religious way of life.” (p. 60)  

 
I found, in reading this book, that the religious approach expressed in it also expressed my own 
developing approach to religion … and so, quietly, without telling anyone, I joined the Church of 
the Larger Fellowship of the Unitarian Universalist Association of Congregations.  
 
Fountain Street Church 
 
Then, just a few years later in the late 1970s, I found myself working as an associate minister for 
a large, religiously liberal congregation in Grand Rapids, Michigan called the Fountain Street 



Church, which was – and still is – an independent, unaffiliated liberal congregation, though served 
primarily by Unitarian Universalist ministers.  

 
One of those ministers was the Reverend David Rankin, who came to the Fountain Street Church 
after serving four Unitarian Universalist congregations. During that time, David had written the 
piece we read a couple of minutes ago titled “What Do Unitarian Universalists Believe?”  

 
These ten statements applied equally to Unitarian Universalist congregations and to the 
congregation of the Fountain Street Church. 

 
Thus, I saw myself, first of all, as a religious liberal; and I saw Unitarian Universalism, to quote 
Dr. George Marshall, as “an organized expression of the liberal religious way of life.” 

 
The Quimper Unitarian Universalist Fellowship 

 
Now, fast-forward to 2004 when, after becoming a credentialed Unitarian Universalist minister 
and serving as an interim minister for Unitarian Universalist congregations in both Tulsa, 
Oklahoma and Houston, Texas, I came to Port Townsend on the Olympic Peninsula, only a couple 
of hours away from where I had grown up in Lynden, Washington … and I came here to serve as 
the settled minister of the Quimper Unitarian Universalist Fellowship in Port Townsend.  

 
And, the vision/mission statement I carried in my head and heart – and also spoke of out loud at 
times – was the simple statement: “QUUF: a center for liberal religion on the Quimper Peninsula.”  

 
In other words, I led with liberal religion … and with the understanding that Unitarian 
Universalism is one expression of “liberal religion.”  

What is religion about? 

So, what is “liberal religion?”  

Well, let’s start with what “religion” is. And, here, I make some basic distinctions between: 

1) “being religious” 
2) “having a religion,” and, 
3) “belonging to a religious organization” 

 
Humans as the religious species 
 
So, first: I operate with the idea that we humans are the “religious species” in that we are the ones 
who ask the “religious questions.” 

 
Released from sheer instinct through the evolutionary development of the neo-cortex of our brains, 
we humans are those creatures who are forced to question the meaning of our lives in the face of 
the knowledge of our death. We humans are those creatures who, looking up at the stars in both 
wonder and worry, are compelled to ask: 



 
Who are we in this vast universe in which we find ourselves, and what sense, if any, are we 

to make of it? 
 
What meaning, what purpose, may be ascribed to our lives, and how should we live our lives? 

What ought we to be about? 
 
To what or to whom should we ultimately devote ourselves, and what is worthy of our 

devotion? 
 
To what or whom should we give our allegiance, and what is worthy of our allegiance? 
 
What inspires our deepest reverence, and what is worthy of our deepest reverence? 
 

These, I would say, are some of the quintessential questions that describe the “religious enterprise,” 
and in this sense we humans are the “religious species;” in this sense, we are all “religious.” 
 
One’s religion 

 
And one’s religion, then – that is, one’s actual religion, not just one’s professed religion – is one’s 
response to these “religious questions.”  
 
When I was in theological school fifty years ago in the early 1970s, I came across a succinct 
definition of religion by philosopher of religion Frederick Ferre that went like this:  
 
“Religion,” he said, “is one’s way of valuing most comprehensively and intensively.”  

 
In other words, whatever you value most comprehensively and intensively, that is your religion!  

… whether or not you have a name for it, 
… whether or not it is systematically thought out, 
… whether or not it is related with a particular concept of God, 
… whether or not it is connected to a given religious institution or organization. 

 
Why religious organizations exist 
 
Nevertheless, religious organizations, at base, come into being as attempts to address the 
fundamental questions of our being, our ultimate concerns. Obviously, not everyone belongs to 
such religious organizations or finds them helpful in regard to their religious quest.  
 
This is largely because many believe these organizations don’t do a very good job of addressing 
these quintessential questions – particularly in our modern world. Our modern world has largely 
passed these institutions by.  
 
This doesn’t make such persons less “religious;” it just means they’re not attracted to or part of a 
religious institution. 

 



The adjective “liberal” in “liberal religion” 
 
And, here, then, is where we may add the word “liberal” to organized religion … to speak of 
“liberal religion.” 
 
“Liberal” is from the Latin liber, meaning “free,” with the “liberality” also from that same root.   

 
Thus, “liberal” has to do with freedom of the mind, generosity of spirit, largeness of heart.  
 
In this way, it’s more an approach to religion and a spirit in religion than a particular content.  
 
And yet, because of its open, expansive nature, “liberal” also has a content that has to do with an 
embrace of the modern world … responding to our quintessential religious questions and concerns 
in the context of a modern cosmology and world-view. 
 
Common content in beliefs of religious liberals 
 
Some forty years ago when I was just beginning in the liberal ministry, I came up with over twenty-
five commonly-held beliefs of religious liberals. Since, then, I’ve been able to whittle this list 
down to nine statements, for which you should be grateful! 

 
Here is my fairly recent attempt to characterize the commonly-held beliefs of religious liberals. 
You will see that it has some overlap with the ten statements by David Rankin, but it also has more 
specific content related to an embrace of what I would call “a modern world-view.” 

 
“Commonly-held Beliefs of Religious Liberals” 

 
1) A belief that religion is a human enterprise engaging the perennial religious questions of our 
human nature, questions like: How should I live? What should I value? To what should I commit 
myself? What is good? How am I part of the whole, and how is the whole part of me? 
 
2) A belief that truth is open and available for all and that no particular religion has the inside track 
or trump card or is the one true and final faith; nor is there is a special or secret revelation granted 
to the few. 
 
3) A belief that all peoples and cultures are on an equal footing with one another, and that there is 
no chosen people. 
 
4) A belief that all individuals have equal access and are directly related to the powers that be … 
so that authority in religion ultimately rests with the individual and not with an exterior authority 
such as pope, priest, preacher, council, creed, or sacred text. 
 
5) A belief that reason and science are valuable tools for seeking knowledge and ought not to be 
set in opposition to faith.  
 



6) A belief that this universe is both ancient and vast; and that our earth, likewise, is very old, 
having been formed out of the stardust elements of the larger universe. 

 
7) A belief that we humans, along with the other forms of life and being, have evolved out of this 
earth and are part of it; we belong to it, and should respect it and treat it with care. 

 
8) A belief that life on this earth is what we should attend to first of all, not a future life in another 
realm – “one life at a time,” as the saying goes – and that we should receive our life with gratitude 
and live it by the ethic of love. 

 
9) A belief that deed is more important than creed, that right relations are more important than 
right beliefs, and that we should strive, ever and always, to treat others with kindness. 
 
(This is one statement of the commonly-held beliefs of liberal religion … and there are other such 
statements, which I could supply for you upon request.) 

 
One among many liberal religious institutions in this area 
 
Now, as I see it, we are certainly not the only religiously liberal organization in the world … or in 
our area.  
 
You may have noticed in the vision/mission statement I had in mind for the Quimper Unitarian 
Universalist Fellowship, I said that I saw QUUF as a center for liberal religion on the Quimper 
Peninsula, not the center for liberal religion.   

 
So, for example, in Port Townsend where I live, I find a number of other religiously liberal 
congregations. Within the Christian tradition, there are the Quakers, and the Unity Church of 
Practical Christianity. 
 
I would also include many individuals in the Episcopal, Methodist, Presbyterian, Lutheran, and 
Catholic congregations.   
 
(The defining things here for me are whether a person embraces a modern, scientific world-view 
and doesn’t regard their religion as the only legitimate one.)   

 
Then, there also are other religious organizations in my area that I would count as religiously 
liberal – Buddhist groups, and Bahai, Jewish, and Pagan groups.  
 
The main division in religions is within not without 
 
As a sidebar to this, increasingly I see the main divisions in religion as occurring not so much 
between religions as within religions.  
 
That is, the liberals of the various religions are closer in outlook, world-view, and attitude to 
liberals of other religions than they are to the conservatives within their own religion. 
 



And, visa versa: the conservatives within the various religions are in many ways closer to 
conservatives of other religions than they are to the liberals in their own religion.  
 
Unitarian Universalism and liberal religion 
 
But where are the Unitarian Universalists, and where is this Olympic Unitarian Universalist 
Fellowship in all of this?  

 
I noticed in your OUUF Newsletter the last couple of weeks that Vivian Mulligan has written a 
little piece on Unitarian Universalist history, which reads as follows: 

 
Originally, both Universalism and Unitarianism were Christian denominations. 

Unitarians rejected the Christian belief in the Trinity, thus the name Unitarian. Universalists, 
as their name implies, believed in universal salvation, rejecting the Christian beliefs in 
damnation for some. 

 
Today, some UU’s are Christian, while others have other belief systems including, among 

other, Buddhist, Jewish, Agnostic and Atheist. Rather than prescribed dogma, UU’s share 
values expressed in our seven Principles. We are an evolving religion and are in the process 
of adopting an eighth principle.  

 
Thus, whereas other congregations or denominations might be characterized as liberal Christian 
or liberal Buddhist or liberal Jewish, Unitarian Universalists are simply religiously liberal …  
 
… with, as Vivian’s history indicates, no prescribed ritual, no mandatory spiritual discipline, and 
no set doctrine or statement of faith …  
 
… and under whose umbrella one might find persons of Christian, Buddhist, Jewish, Humanist, 
and other perspectives and beliefs.  

 
To whom might we appeal  
 
So, I don’t think that the Unitarian Universalist approach in religion is for everyone.   
 
But let me conclude by indicating to whom I think our approach in religion may appeal, and to 
whom we should make that appeal.  

 
“The Appeal of the Unitarian Universalist Approach in Religion” 

 
1) First, our appeal is to those who already share our general world-and-life view but who have 
no religious home and who have not yet discovered new possibilities in organized religion. 
 
2) Second, our appeal is to those who want to be part of a community that is intentional in dealing 
with the large questions of life within the context of modern thought and belief, those who want 
to integrate the latest in modern thought and understanding with the perennial human questions 
that religion has always dealt with. 



 
3) Third, our appeal is those persons who have left the religious traditions of their youth, traditions 
that may have worked well for them in their early childhood or young adulthood but which haven’t 
worked as well in their later adulthood and who now seek an expansion and an evolution of what 
they once loved. 
 
4) Fourth, our appeal is to those who have felt unworthy in the religious tradition in which they 
were raised and who now seek an affirmation of their worth as human beings, as well as an 
assurance that they are, indeed, religious and spiritual beings after all, just not in the way that they 
might have previously been taught or come to believe. 
 
5) Fifth, our appeal is to those who were raised without any particular religious affiliation but who 
seek something more than what secular culture offers, who desire a community that can help 
deepen their lives, who want a place to nourish a life of the spirit, a place to pierce below the 
surface of things to the ground of things, a place to seek and find a vertical center to life in the 
midst of the scatter and distraction of an overly busy life and of an increasingly flat and horizontal 
world. 
 
6) Sixth, our appeal is to those who seek community, companionship, and friendship; a place to 
raise their children; a place to pay attention to and to celebrate the passages of a life. 
 
7) Seventh, our appeal is to those who like to mix things up, who enjoy the mix of people and ideas 
that can be found in a religion that values diversity. 
 
8) Eighth, our appeal is those who desire not just personal centering but who want to be part of a 
group where they can contribute to the welfare of the larger community and world, a community 
interested in social justice and ecological and environmental concerns. 
 
“Love Beyond Belief” 
 
Finally, beyond all this, what is the glue that holds a religious community like this one together?  

 
One of our prominent Unitarian Universalist theologians, Dr. Thandeka, has coined the phrase 
“Love Beyond Belief,” which is a concise way of expressing the essence of religion – all religion 
– whether liberal or orthodox. 

 
This phrase “Love Beyond Belief” phrase carries a double meaning:  
 

First, the perspective that when it comes to religion, belief is – or ought to be – a secondary 
phenomenon. It’s not what you believe in your head or think with your mind, but it’s how you act, 
how you care, how you connect, how you treat others with lovingkindness, and how your own 
heart is transformed. 
  

Then, secondly, “Love Beyond Belief” has to do with the depth of your actual loving – the 
practice and discipline of caring and loving with such purpose and power that it can only be called 
“unbelievable” – loving beyond all belief and expectation. 



 
“How We Love” 
 
I’d like to close our service by having us listen to a video of songwriter and singer Beth Nielson 
Chapman singing her song, “How We Love.” (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yAPVT1-Sx_w) (3:51)   
 
Closing Words of Benediction 

 
Love is the doctrine of this religion, 
The quest for truth its sacrament, 

and service its law. 
This is our great covenant: 

To dwell together in peace, 
To seek the truth in love, 
And to help one another.   

(James Vila Blake, adapted) 
  

Extinguishing of Chalice 
 
We extinguish this flame, 
But not the Light of Truth, 
The Warmth of Community, 
The Fire of Commitment, 
Or the Power of Transformation; 
These we carry in our hearts 
Until we are together again.  

 
(NOTE: This is a manuscript version of the service led by the Rev. Bruce A. Bode at the Olympic 
Unitarian Universalist Fellowship of Sequim/Port Angeles, WA on Sunday, September 18, 2022. 
Rev. Bode retired as senior minister of the Quimper Unitarian Universalist Fellowship in Port 
Townsend, WA in June 2018, and is now minister emeritus.) 
 


