
Sunday Service Sermon: January 8, 2017
Based on the book Growing a Beloved Community by Tom Owen-Towle
Chapters 1, 2 and 3

(Editor’s Note: the text has been lightly edited for format only)

Chapter 1: Occupy Holy Ground
Presented by Riley Stevens

Good morning! I’m Riley Stevens. Today, Larry Fredendall, Tom Hiebel and I are
presenting ideas from the first three chapters of Growing a Beloved Community. You know,
there are a lot of successful UU congregations out there livin’ large and bringing change to
their communities. They all have the same traits, and Tom Owen-Towel has put the results
in this conveniently small book. It’s pretty intuitive on the surface, but the devil is in making
the theory that everyone knows become the practice that everyone lives.

Don’t panic, you don’t have to read it – because we’re bringing it to you. These 12 traits of
success fit nicely into 4 sessions, and you have braved the blizzard to hear us bring you the
first one.

The first pearl is to recognize that we occupy holy ground. We are not a social club or
political action group. Unitarian Universalism is a religion.

Is Unitarian Universalism a religion? It would appall our Universalist and Unitarian founders
that some folks find us non-religious. We may be unconventional but we are religious.

We meet for the holy purpose of feeding our whole being, trying to find the sacred within
the ordinary conditions of our lives. Our religion is not based on some specific dogma. Our
religion is based in our mutual covenant to help each other seek truth and peace and love
and justice in this life. We are a covenantal religion.

Bill Gates says that church isn’t efficient. And he’s right - if efficiency is just profits and
production. But to be whole human beings, and not just human doings, we need that
inefficient realm of religion.

The truth is we UUs believe as profoundly as any other religion, but our ideas don’t scrunch
down into classic dogmas.

Some critics say we’ll believe anything or we’ll believe nothing. That’s not true!

UU’s believe in the inherent goodness of humankind, and that we are held in the hands of
universal and unknowable love.

We seem to have a spiritual need for the democratic process.

We accept the freedom and responsibility to search for truth and meaning in our lives.



We want to bring justice and mercy to all people to create peace and a united world.

We use reason, intuition and experience to power our conscience.

We believe in a lot of different paths as UUs - you name it, we’ve got it. And we covenant
that every one of them is welcome right here within this Beloved Community. We are a
cluster of humanists, mystics and many more, all with different beliefs. But we all are drawn
together to uphold those sacred traditions.

The healthy congregations challenge each member to know how, when and where, and in
whom they believe. How? By being faithful to our beliefs and true to ourselves. By caring
for each other. By being respectful of people and the planet.

And it’s not just for Sunday anymore. It’s all the time, everywhere.

If we Do as we Believe our faith will show at work, in our relationships, in public, and maybe
even in church. The ultimate test of our faith is on the highway.

Over the years I’ve had personal religious beliefs but badmouthed organized religion. But a
UU Minister, Gary James, pointed out that I “wouldn’t say I believe in medicine but I do not
believe in medical schools, hospitals and clinics. I believe in law and justice but not in law
schools, courts and police.”

So I’ve come to see that my beliefs do fit within an organized religion, one that accepts me
and encourages me to define my own walk through life. This isn’t a religion of dogma and
creed. It’s my choice.

Because of that individuality, UU has always had a battle between autonomy and
community. We honor the importance of individual conscience, identity, and faith. But ANY
organization of individuals requires … organization. There’s a quote here in the book from a
minister named Henry Bellows. He says that “every radically important relationship of
humanity is, and must be, embodied in an external institution.”

I like that. Where are we without family, or society, or nation, or without our faith? This
UUFC is a voluntary community that individuals choose to join through membership. You
know, membership in a group will always keep you from getting your way (unless you are
remarkably persuasive). Without the covenants we are just people without purpose or
direction. We won’t meet our needs or accomplish our goals.

So yes, this Unitarian Universalism is a religion, and we do occupy holy ground. We are a
lasting institution bringing wise ways to the world. Institutions are complicated, messy and
always need mending.

We are guided by both the pulpit and the pew. That whole ‘interconnected web of life’ idea
begs us to get past our egos to find strength in our common goals.



Our covenantal community, our religion, lets each of us define our relationship with the
sacred.

It serves as the foundation of our daily human interactions.

A healthy congregation agrees to work as one Holy, Beloved Community to dwell together
in peace, seek the truth in love and help one another find meaning and joy in our lifelong
journey.

Now let me introduce Dr. Larry Fredendall. Apparently it isn’t easy to welcome all.

Chapter 2: Welcome All Souls
Presented by Larry Fredendall

As you heard from Riley the book that forms the basis of our service today is about the
health of our UUFC community. Some of you will agree that our community is not as
healthy as we would like it to be.

I will start with a reading from Chapter 2.

“We affirm that every one of us is held in Creation’s hand – a part of the
interdependent cosmic web – and hence strangers need not be enemies.

We affirm that no one is saved until we ALL are saved where ALL means the
whole of Creation.”

(William Schultz, quoted by Tom Owen-Towle, p9)

The Covenant of Right Relations addresses how “strangers need not be enemies.” The

first point in the covenant says that all of us are responsible to: “Provide a safe and

inclusive space for the social and spiritual needs of our diverse members, honoring
different perspectives, abilities and cultural identities.”

How do we know if we are doing this well at UUFC?

The suggestion from the book is that we look at how well we do three things here at
UUFC. I will list them and then discuss each briefly. These three points are

1. How do we ensure full inclusion?

2. How do we control UUFC?
3. How do we create a sense of belonging for all members in UUFC?

PART 1

How effective are we in ensuring full inclusion of members? We work hard to do this.
For example, outreach and membership committees engaging all newcomers. But once
we have brought the newcomer into UUFC, and we begin to interact, they see that
maybe we are not perfect people.



I am not exactly like them and they fortunately are not exactly like me.

How do we remain connected? So that when a not perfect person starts doing things
differently than I would have preferred - how effective do we avoid the very real human
tendency of dividing ourselves into “saints and sinners?”

Humans have always divided up into camps of “US” and “OTHERS.” We usually find
“OTHERS” to be troublesome. Inclusion requires us to recognize that all of us are
troublesome to someone and possibly to many others.

At an individual level we have to answer the question of “How does the troublesome me
accept the troublesome other?”

At the fellowship level, we have to answer the question of how does the troublesome
“in-group” accept the other “troublesome” groups within the fellowship?

How would I grade us? I want to split it into effort and outcome.

For effort, I give us an “A.” I want to you to understand that the members of the Board
and Right Relations and Shared Ministry have spent hours and hours, given up nights
and weekends to try and fix conflicts between the many “others.”

This effort matters. This intent matters.

It’s embarrassing, but on the outcome level, personally, I give UUFC a “D+” for inclusion
at this point. Meetings are open, but almost no one attends, and many seem to view the
board as a “troublesome other.”

Achieving inclusion is hard work, but we are not giving up. We are committed to our
Fellowship and think it is worth continued work to maintain it.

We are sincerely trying to have all of the “troublesome” groups accept each other. To
help us with this we have invited UUA representatives to come in February to help
resolve troublesome conflicts. More on this later.

PART 2

The second point was about control: How do we control UUFC?

Control. The issue of control means examining how the UUFC community really works.
This means answering the question of who in UUFC has decision making power. Over
the past months, several people have talked to me about the need for the UUFC board
to “share power.” With much of the decision making shared through committees and

shared across functions, it is not always clear who has the power to make decisions at
UUFC.

The Minister and Committees answer to the Board, which you elected to represent you.
So, the UUFC board does have the ultimate responsibility for decisions. The board tries
to make decisions through consensus. That takes a long time.



I think that sometimes what people mean when they ask the Board to share power is
they want information transparency.

Personally, I give UUFC a “C+” for information transparency. All board meetings are
open for visitors to attend. However, almost no visitors attend board meetings. Board
minutes are posted on the web site due to Nancy and Petra’s hard work. As Petra
improves the web site, some committees are posting their minutes. The Finance
Council for example posted financial statements for more than a year, thanks to Elena.
It has started posting minutes of meetings this year, thanks to Liz.

The first issue was “inclusion,” how do we include all the “troublesome others?” I gave
UUFC a “D+” on outcome and an “A” for effort.

The second issue to examine was “control.” I gave UUFC a “C+” on information
transparency.

PART 3

The third issue is how do we create a sense of belonging for all members in UUFC?

The questions to be asked are whether we feel accepted at UUFC. Do we personally
find this to be a warm place? Or, do we often feel that UUFC is a cold threatening
place?

This one is quite tricky to understand. UUFC consists of both individuals and groups of
individuals. Individuals interact with individuals, but also the UUFC groups interact with
other UUFC groups. There can be shared loyalties that develop. “Troublesome others”
can emerge.

One of the reasons that UUFC adopted the Right Relations Covenant was so that we
would have a way for all of us non-perfect “troublesome others” to interact with all of
the other “troublesome others.”

Again, the first bullet point of the covenant is:

“Provide a safe and inclusive space for the social and spiritual needs of our diverse
members, honoring different perspectives, abilities and cultural identities.”

Personally, I give UUFC a solid “B” for honoring different perspectives, abilities and
cultural identities. We respond and accept a wide range of different perspectives,
abilities and cultural identities. It is not an “A” because we have difficulty having all of
the “troublesome me” and “troublesome others” communicate with each other.

Thank you for your attention.



Chapter 3: Care for Your Own
Presented by Tom Hiebel

On what the Covenant is and how it enables us to help one another.

“We sometimes overlook the fact that Unitarian Universalism carries healing power both
in its artifacts and through our physical presence. In a creedal faith, people are united
by common beliefs, in covenantal faith we are united by mutual caring. Our liberal
religious covenant is to trust one another enough to seek help when we’re down and to
offer assistance when we are able.”

(Tom Owen-Towle, p17)

We are a covenantal faith as contrasted to a creedal faith. But what is the covenant?
What do we place faith in? What is it that unites our fellowship?

It is true that a fellowship is the same as the individuals who have joined the fellowship
as members, but the fellowship and these individuals are not identical. Similarly, the
bronze and the statue are the same but not identical. The bronze can be a statue only if
it is put into a special configuration. A group of individuals can be a fellowship, or a
congregation, only in a shared relationship with one another. Thus, there is a difference
between a group of individuals who go to the same building every week and a
fellowship or congregation.

In a creedal faith, the shared relationship is a commitment to a shared belief. We,
however, are not a creedal faith. As UUs we do not require individuals to share the
same beliefs concerning the divine or even to have any beliefs about the divine at all.
Instead the shared commitment is to how we will relate to one another. This covenant is
expressed in the affirmation we recite in each service:

This is our great covenant:
To dwell together in peace,
To seek the truth in love,
And to help one another.

When we make the affirmation in each service I am reminded of a particular scene in
the movie Gandhi. In this scene, Gandhi sings a hymn from his childhood and then
says:

“Like all boys I said the words, not thinking of what they meant or how they might be
influencing me.”

Sometimes I feel like I may be in the same situation- saying the words but not thinking
about what they mean or how I am being influenced by them.

This great covenant, this promise to one another, is a freely made commitment to
something bigger than oneself -to a community of fellow seekers of truth. This covenant
which I make as an individual is to stand in a certain kind of relationship with other



members of the group. This relationship is not the same as friendship where the
commitment is to an individual whom you like and with whom you share interests.
Instead it is a commitment to a group of individuals who need each other’s help in their
individual search for the truth - whether you are friends with them or not - whether you
like them or not - whether you share their interests or not.

Who makes this covenant? We do. We bring this promise into existence by freely
making the commitment. What makes this place a holy place? We do. We make this
place holy by committing ourselves to each other. What allows us to we welcome all
souls? We do. By committing ourselves to a relationship with a community of fellow

seekers we can allow ourselves to welcome those who may seem to be other. Where
does the covenant exist? In us. By choosing to commit ourselves to stand in a certain
sort of relationship - right relations.

Why should I “Speak honestly and directly to those with whom I have issues, especially

in times of conflict or disagreement? “Why should I “Focus foremost on problem-solving
rather than blame, seeking the best resolutions for all involved, including our Fellowship
as a whole?” Why should I “Provide a safe and inclusive space for the social and
spiritual needs of our diverse members, honoring different perspectives, abilities and
cultural identities?” Where does my obligation to uphold these aspects of right relations
come from? From me. When I covenant to dwell together in peace, that cashes out in a
commitment, freely chosen to be in a certain sort of relationship with other members of
the fellowship, or congregation.

Why should I “Listen and speak actively, respectfully, and with caring and open minds,
sharing our individual truths as a means to reach better understanding?” Why should I
“Recognize, acknowledge, and actively appreciate our gifts to one another, accepting
our imperfections and limitations?” Where does my obligation to uphold these aspects
of right relations come from? From me. When I covenant “To seek the truth in love,” that
cashes out in a commitment, freely chosen to be in a certain sort of relationship with
other members of the fellowship or congregation.

Why should I “Honor our obligation to volunteer as we are able and give of ourselves in
support of each other and our fellowship?” Why should I “Support and nurture each

other in our community, taking responsibility to ask for what we need?” Where does my
obligation to uphold these aspects of right relations come from? From me. When I
covenant “And to help one another,” that cashes out in a commitment, freely chosen to
be in a certain sort of relationship with other members of the fellowship, or
congregation.

What are we doing when we join the fellowship? When I sign the membership book I am
entering into covenant with the other members of the community. It is this shared
commitment which allows a group of individuals to freely choose to enter into a special
relationship. It is this special relationship which makes a fellowship or congregation.
Through this covenant we place our faith and trust in one another.



It is not the buildings, affiliation with the UUA, having a minister, having an RE program,
or having covenant groups which forms us as individuals into a fellowship. Any more
than the raw bronze is a statue, the bronze must be put into a special configuration by
human beings to form the statue. We form the relationship of fellowship by placing
ourselves in a special relationship with one another. It is our shared commitment to how
we will treat one another which creates the relationship of fellowship, and this shared
commitment is what is meant by our great covenant and right relations.

– END –
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