
READING FOR THE NEXT SESSION

History, i t  has been said, is theology teaching by
example. l t  is on the manuscript  of  human his-
tory that people have wri t ten their  theological
ref lect ions on the meaning of i t  a l l .  Theology
grows out of concrete human experience.

While some look to God as a transcendent
historical actor, many of us will affirm what can
be cal led "horizontal  t ranscendence," looking
to no God ei ther within or beyond history as a
point of reference. A possible point of reference
is the "Beloved Community of Earth,"  a vis ion
that transcends our meager efforts, a goal that
extends beyond our lifetime, a concept so noble
we do not confuse any real i ty with that ideal,  a
goal that commands our al legiance.

F o r  e x a m p l e ,  w e  m a y  r e c a l l  J o n a t h a n
Schel l 's book Ihe Fate of the Earth, a passion-
a te  warn ing  about  the  poss ib i l i t y  o f  nuc lear
ann ih i la t ion  wr i t ten  about  the  most  danger -
ous  1980s o f  Rona ld  Reagan and the  "Ev i l
Empi re . "  l t  was  a  work  so  power fu l  because i t
was  so  theo log ica l .  l t  was  fundamenta l l y  an
eschato log ica l  book ,  dea l ing  w i th  the  u l t i -
mate  end o f  th ings .  l t  p laced our  peace
efforts in an ul t imate context-a frame of
re fe rence tha t  i s  t ru ly  t ranscendent .  l t  i s
s t range tha t  i t  took  a  secu la r  wr i te r  l i ke
Jonathan Sche l l  to  po in t  ou t  the  theo log ica l
imp l ica t ions  o f  what  we are  do ing  to  our -
selves. We can barely cope with our personal
deaths; now we must contemplate the death
o f  the  spec ies  a t  our  own hand-by  our  cho ice
end the  human pro jec t -e i ther  in  nuc lear
h o l o c a u s t  o r  e n v i r o n m e n t a l  c a l a m i t y .  W e
have taken un to  ourse lves  the  power  once
reserved to God.

Wi th  the  end o f  the  Co ld  War  the  th rea t  o f
n u c l e a r  a n n i h i l a t i o n  h a s  r e c e d e d  a n d  h a s
been rep laced w i th  the  danger  o f  eco log ica l
ca tas t rophe,  g loba l  overpopu la t ion ,  e thn ic
conf l i c t ,  and pover ty  bo th  a t  home and
abroad.  But  f ind ing  our  p lace  in  the  contex t
o f  h is to ry  i s  no  less  a  theo log ica l  cha l lenge.

This macro-cosmic real izat ion can translate
into a micro-cosmic psychic,  moral,  and spir i -
tua l  numbing .  The fac ts  seem so overwhe lm-
ing, the prospects so bleak, the possibi l i ty of
improving them so remote, that people are

tempted to hide their  heads in the stul t i fy ing
sands o f  a  consumer  cu l tu re  to  ea t ,  d r ink ,  and
be merry, for tomorrow we die. Ernest Becker
even suggests that shopping becomes another
fo rm o f  su ic ide .

On the other hand, we can be moved by
such a sober picture to a real izat ion of the his-
to r ic  na ture  o f  our  task .  We are  no  longer
only sol i tary,  anonymous bi ts of cosmic dust,
but creatures who can help save the species.
Such ref lect ions great ly concentrate the mind.

We who work  to  change the  wor ld  and
move toward  the  Be loved Communi ty  o f
Earth are too often preoccupied with our
f in i te  endeavors ,  wh ich  are  d i r ty  w i th  the
everyday, dingy with the prosaic,  somehow
separated from our cosmic connect ion. We
desperately need to learn to "caress the
deta i l s , "  as  V lad imi r  Nabokov  wou ld  say ,  to
l i ve  w i th  the  par t ia l  fu l f i l lment  o f  the  Be loved
Communi ty  o f  Ear th ,  recogn iz ing  we are
f  in i te  c rea tures  who asp i re  in f  in i te ly .  Our  task
is  un f in ished,  jus t  as  the  Cosmic  Creat iv i t y
cont inua l l y  un fo lds .  We need to  learn  to  th ink
g loba l l y ,  even cosmica l l y ,  and ac t  loca l l y .

We are pan of a real i ty greater than our-
selves, co-creators of the Beloved Community
of Earth. We part ic ipate in a process larger than
ourselves, we affirm our responsibility to add
the stubborn ounces of our weight to the
human project we cal l  history.

The Ta lmud says ,  "Would  tha t  they  had fo r -
go t ten  My name and done tha t  I  commanded
them."  In  the  beg inn ing  was the  Word  and
the Word was with God and the Word was
God. And we are authors of the word. We are
co-authors  o f  the  wor ld  w i th  the  Nameless
One.  There  is  a  cosmic  connect ion ,  and we
are part  of  the warp and woof of i t .  We may
be cosmica l l y  a lone,  bu t  we are  humanly
together,  in service to that which is greater
than ourse lves .

That is the macro-picture. The micro-picture
is how we see ourselves in the l ight of  everyday
existence. To what can we give al legiance that
wi l l  help us become histor ical  actors? How can
we appropriate the history that made us in
order to help fashion our own history?
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The come-outer syndrome is also a come-
inner  syndrome.  l f  Un i ta r ian  Un iversa l i sm is  an
ins t i tu t iona l i zed  heresy ,  then i t  means peop le
consciously choose aff i l iat ion with i t .  For a
la rge  number  o f  our  members  th is  choos ing
has meant  leav ing  the  fa i th  o f  the i r  fa thers
and mothers .  Whi le  we make l igh t  o f  the
process of the "great reject ion" by saying we
are a decompression chamber for gett ing r id
of the Bapt ist  Bends, or that we are the gate-
way from Methodism to golf ,  i t  can be a very
painful  experience. And i f  85 percent of our
members are come-outers, this means there
may be  a  g rea t  dea l  o f  pa in  in  our  mids t .

Choos ing  a  new re l ig ious  communi ty  i s
never  on ly  an  in te l lec tua l  p rocess .  Th ink ing
one 's  way in to  Un i ta r ian  Un iversa l i sm fo r
many is  no t  d i f f i cu l t .  Th is  i s  the  re l ig ious  com-
muni ty  fo r  wh ich  they  have long been look-
ing .  But  g iv ing  up  the  secur i ty ,  the  symbols ,
the  fee l ings  about  a  church  or  o ther  re l ig ious
t rad i t ion  in  wh ich  one has  grown up can be
emot iona l l y  d i f f i cu l t .

In our human "quest for cert i tude" i t  can be
fr ightening to let  go of bel iefs and inst i tut ions
that have heretofore anchored one in rel ig ious
securi ty.  l f  our point of  departure is real ly cre-
a t ing  a  re l ig ious  communi ty  to  fac i l i ta te  the
process of credo bui lding and not creed, then
tha t  i s  a  d ramat ic  change.

There is sometimes a feel ing of great anger
tha t  accompan ies  leav ing  one re l ig ious  t rad i -
t ion for another.  We al l  know of people who
have chosen the Unitar ian Universal ist  as a way
out of some bi t ter experience with their  own
church. l t  is important to al low that anger to
be released and dealt  with before one can con-
struct ively work on a personal theology.

The late Unitar ian Universal ist  Associat ion
President Paul Carnes once said, "The rebel is
never  f ree . "  l f  the  embrace o f  Un i ta r ian
Universal ism is only an escape from one's rel i -
gious past,  i t  is inadequate. Theological  def i -
ni t ions of what one does not bel ieve are
hard ly  an  adequate  fa i th  by  wh ich  to  l i ve .  In
Fromm's terminology, i t  is our task to move
beyond a "freedom from" creed (and dogma)
to a "freedom for" credo.

I t  is important that newcomers (as wel l  as
some old-t imers) come to terms with their  rel i -

gious past i f  they are to use the rel igious pres-
ent creat ively.  People need to be helped to
look at that past cr i t ical ly,  both in the sense of
i ts inadequacy and in the sense of appreciat ion
for what has been learned. l f  one can get
beyond fear of f reedom and anger at the past,
one can see in one's rel ig ious past values and
pract ices that no longer make sense, as wel l  as
memories that are to be cherished and values
that cont inue. Angus Maclean's autobiograph-
ical  chapter,  "An Honest Backward Look" from
The Wind in Both Ears should be required read-
ing  fo r  a l l  Un i ta r ian  Un iversa l i s ts .

The "great reject ion" must evolve into the
"great acceptance" of a new tradit ion, keep-
ing  what  was mean ing fu l  in  the  o ld .  We can-
not put on a new rel igious history as a coat,
bu t  we can learn  to  immerse ourse lves  in  i t
and  be  thereby  enr iched.
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