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I was facilitating a class recently that was loosely fashioned after Richard 

Gilbert’s curriculum, “Building Your Own Theology”.  It was a night to 

focus in on “grace”.  I had given a homework assignment for the participants 

to identify up to three experiences that they had or had witnessed that they 

would name as “grace”.  After their week of pondering “grace”, several 

participants offered startling responses.  They were sullen, uncomfortable, 

even a bit put off by the assignment. 

 

“Grace”, to them, was a term used to put people down.  It was something 

that God bestowed on people, that was at the whim of God’s judgment or 

selective interference.  It was something they felt they didn’t readily deserve.  

The concept of “Grace” was something that reminded them of being not 

good enough, of not having enough, of never reaching the place of enough, 

because something else was in charge of their “enough”.  They knew that 

this was not really what they believed now, but from childhood 

indoctrination, the concept of “grace”, a sense of what might be called God 

in their lives was one fraught with negativity.  This remained surprisingly 

true to them even though they no longer embraced their childhood images of 

God, but the teachings of depravity – of spiritual inferiority and separation 

from the sacred -- emerged  when asked to ponder grace. 
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Suddenly I felt the echo of our early American heritage when Universalists 

argued for a Loving God whose creation, which includes humanity, was a 

success to be honored and cherished against the Calvinist God of the Great 

Awakening that taught of original sin and the hopeless depravity of humans 

dependent on the whim of a judgment-laden God, whose salvation was 

dependent on only one way of believing and being with God. 

 

I found myself saying, “Grace is not parceled out….it is ever available for us 

to open ourselves to it.”  In moments when we’ve cleared our distractions or 

distortions about our lives and come to a harmony of truth or beauty, grace 

abides.  Grace:  an experience, a feeling recognition of the larger Source of 

Being in which we belong. 

 

“You may possess only a small light, but uncover it, let it shine,” preached 

John Murray, Universalist minister of the late 18th and early 19th centuries, 

“use it in order to bring more light and understanding to the hearts and 

minds of men and women. Give them not Hell, but hope and courage.  Do 

not push them deeper into their theological despair, but preach the kindness 

and everlasting love of God.”1 

 

I felt renewed gratitude for being raised Unitarian Universalist, for we do not 

teach our children that they are born less than whole.  We do not establish an 

ultimate deficiency of being that is dependent on religious authority to 

become worthy of ultimate belonging.  When you are marinated in a 

teaching that you were born broken, you then become dependent on others 

who have the magic to make you whole.  God, then, can become a presence 
                                                 
1 John Murray as quoted in http://nyscu.org/quotes.shtml -- New York State Convention of Universalists 

http://nyscu.org/quotes.shtml
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that you fear or appease or bargain with or wait for before living your life.  

And others who seem closer to this God than you have control over your 

sense of well-being. Religion is a powerful tool that can make or break the 

heart of a people.    

 

And the imaging of God has the potential to make or break a civilization.  

The question of believing in God has incited wars and ushered in peace.  It 

has inspired the building of community and been the cause for devastating 

estrangement.  The question of believing in god has been used as grounds 

for imprisonment and the solace found to feel free.  It has brought on 

extraordinary works of art and architecture and prompted the destruction of 

ancient artifacts.   The query around God arouses daring life choices, 

restorative justice, horrific tyranny, strength beyond knowing, and cruelty 

beyond imagining. 

 

What is true in all of this interplay is that whether one thinks God exists or 

not, whether it is friendly or not, whether it is accessible or not touches the 

core of our being and believing -- in the way of things and the value of our 

lives. 

 

Ann Ulanov, scholar of psychiatry and religion,  writes in her book, 

Picturing God, that  “images -- the language of the psyche -- are the coin of 

life; they touch our emotions as well as our thoughts; they reach down into 

our bodies as well as toward our ideas. .. 
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Our God-pictures,” she continues, “play a particularly central role in our 

lives.  We remember those pictures; they mark us.  We may never 

understand them, but we never forget them.”2 

 

Though I am grateful for being raised Unitarian Universalist, I did have to 

process some “God” baggage – what I would call a stealth dogma from my 

upbringing.  I grew up in a religious environment where God was rarely 

mentioned.  The church I was raised in prided itself in rational pursuit of 

truth, embrace of the arts and intellectual prowess. We learned about what 

other religions said about God but did not pursue our own God imaging.  I 

was subtly trained not to rely on a belief in “god”, to, in fact, see such beliefs 

as irrational and hindrances in the pursuit of truth.   At least that’s what I 

came away with, though in retrospect, I imagine there were many who 

believed in presences or powers or a universal wholeness or an organizing 

principle that I can now give the name: “god”. 

 

There is much I learned about the power of stories growing up UU, about 

how my beliefs need to be processed through heart and mind and the 

importance of putting what I believe into action.  I was encouraged to 

engage in dialogue about beliefs and be open to how another’s perspective 

could stretch or reform mine.  That is, of course, until the subject of “god” 

came up, which was often discouraged, even seen as folly. And in the 

vibrant embrace of life that I had the fortune of learning I was not trained or 

even invited to pray, let alone develop faith disciplines.   

 

                                                 
2 Ulanov, Ann.  Picturing God, excerpted, p. 164 
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I doubt my family knows that I snuck into a bible study course after school 

one high school year.  I wanted to know what it was all about, what caught 

the imagination of so many of my peers.  Not to be like them, mind you.  

Unitarian Universalism’s training of inherent dignity helped me feel free to 

believe differently, but I still wanted to know, and so I quietly sought out 

understanding. I received no conversion attempts and did not stay long.   I 

also never shared my many reasons for participating in a concert of the 

operetta “Jesus Christ Superstar” at the local Presbyterian church.  I was 

curious about the story of Jesus’ life.   At one rehearsal I suddenly connected 

with the story and I started to weep. A friend came up to me and asked 

what’s wrong?  It’s so sad, I said.  What, you never heard this story 

before?...No, I hadn’t. 

 

Not that I was deprived, really.  Certainly not.  But I was left in the dark 

about a chunk of the culture I lived in which left me less able to be in 

authentic dialogue.  And, because I was trained to find the rational superior, 

which, frankly, was not my strength; it took me some time to embrace a 

sense of the mystical which is where I get a sense of wholeness.  I felt 

inferior, awkward, in pursuing my own soul’s truth. 

 

Over the forty or so years since then we’ve eased up considerably in our 

dogmatic stance for a certain kind of reasonable religion and our spiritual 

language has a far wider scope and deeper flow to it.  Congregations are 

developing a wonderful embrace of theological and spiritual diversity.  With 

each unique way of coming to know our shared presence in community, we 

are getting better and better at hearing each other into speech. 
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Many Unitarian Universalists have been deeply wounded within their 

personal histories in the name of God and others have witnessed the use of 

God imaging to legitimize oppressive and destructive behavior.   Hypocrisy 

is also something that UU’s tell of, having been told about absolute truths 

that were not lived out in the religious lives of those they trusted. 

 

Many experienced the dispiriting pitfall of dogma, having to believe 

something already determined regardless of who you are, with the 

expectation that you will somehow mold yourself to that way of being and 

believing.  This makes it almost impossible to relate to the uniqueness of the 

moment, which is what living is about.  It can also tie you up into fixed 

responses, rote prayers and unexamined faith dialogue. 

 

Once a new priest was leading a litany that had the familiar call and 

response: “may god be with you” to which the congregation would respond: 

“and also with you”.  In the middle of the service the microphone stopped 

working and the priest uttered “something’s wrong with this mike” to which 

the congregation responded: “and also with you.”….    

 

This is not to say that ritual and shared belief is necessarily wrong, but it is 

to say that we must incorporate what it is we believe intentionally, engaging 

our living selves to our way of being and believing.   

 

As Ralph Waldo Emerson, 19th century Unitarian, reminded us, “what we 

are worshipping, we are becoming.” 
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There are those who have come through our doors and not been able to stay 

because they feel God is not spoken of enough.  There are others who have 

left in a huff because it’s been  mentioned  at all. 

 

I recommend the middle way, allowing for the expanse of imagery and the 

challenge of dialogue.  I recommend a beginner’s heart, assuming we will 

learn from one another and from our own willingness to engage in each 

other’s spiritual naming. 

 

For although we can go several weeks without using the “g” word in 

Unitarian Universalist congregations, we are speaking of the good of the 

whole, or love that transcends fear, or joy of being, or creative wonder, or 

beloved community, or transformative justice …..all this and more is also 

known to some as “God”. 

 

No one owns sacred words.  They are merely guideposts, orientations, 

jumping off points to larger, uncontainable concepts.  And no one owns 

these concepts of being.  No one.  No one person, no system, no ruler, no 

book, no religion, no one place in time.  And Halleluiah Unitarian 

Universalism for teaching me that.  The freedom, the challenge, the 

frustration, the open field of that.   

 

God is often the screen on which projections are cast.   

 

Some years ago I officiated my first of now many memorial services for 

friends who have died of AIDS.  This first service was poignant for me on  

many levels.  During this time the rhetoric blaming those struggling with the 
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virus was strong and acrimonious.  Pat Robertson had declared AIDS a sign 

from God of the wickedness of homosexuality, drug abuse and prostitution.  

Watching my good friend, with knowledge that he would be the first of 

many, to die too young, I was filled with the need to respond in the service 

to the fear and hatred further isolating my peers and loved ones. 

 

I spoke passionately about the ignorance surrounding this disease and 

affirmed that God was very much present in our struggles.  I spoke of how 

there is chance in the world and that God was not punishing this man by 

killing him.  God, I said was not in the AIDS virus, God was in the sorrow 

and tears, the anger and fear, the loving memories, the laughter, the beauty 

of our community.  The dignity of each of us was real and abiding...Later in 

the service I opened the floor for memories and comments in honor of our 

friend.  A man, whose memorial service I had the honor of doing four years 

later, stood and said "I don't agree with what you said about God." He was 

angry, "God is in the AIDS virus.  God is everything.  God is all of me, all of 

us."  He sat down.  The silence was palpable.  At that moment my faith 

understanding was blessedly challenged.  That man's admonishment could 

be called a "godsend".  Open your vision.  There's more. 

 

One of the more dangerous idea systems that remain rampant in our world 

community is the insistence of one name, one truth, one way of being and 

believing.  We will lead ourselves to destruction, either through violence or 

lack of spiritual growth if we stay in the feudal mentality of my God is better 

than your God, or you are not worth my regard if you do believe in God or if 

you don’t believe in God.   
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We cannot muck with another’s soul’s truth …there’s wisdom in it…when it 

does not seek to destroy or degrade life….there’s wisdom in it, and room for 

it…. 

 

We also need to claim our soul’s truth so that we add our individual wisdom 

to the whole of being.  Even though there is no one way to fully express 

what might be called God or life’s truth, each of us has a truth to reveal that 

will bring us all closer to our knowledge of the way of things. 

 

We need images, metaphors, stories that remind us of the greater wonder, of 

our own connections, of our participation in this vast universe.  They bring 

us down to earth and into the next moment, they hold us as we journey on. 

So whatever you may name, describe or image that which calls you forth to 

seek beauty, to open to your wisdom, to nourish your love, and frame your 

awe,  may it fit in to the shaping of your life.  May you always feel its 

presence.  Amen. 


