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“Rise of the Nones”  Rev. Lynn Kerr  2/6/16 

Reading     “Plain Unmarked Envelope”  (edited for length) from Stefan Jonasson 

 

Before the days of e-mail lists, I subscribed to the “Unitarian Universalist” forum. I found 

myself embarrassed by…the responses to a message asking what UUism was all about, 

which had been asked by someone who came across a reference to us in the Encyclopedia 

Britannica.  That’s the way we used to do research - I think there are still some in museums.  

I sent a private e-mail, explaining to her that I thought she had been misinformed by 

the responses to her question, and I offered to send her literature. After 3 weeks,… a 

message appeared in my inbox. Yes, she would like to receive the literature I offered and 

she included her address, which was a post office box in a small town in Georgia. In the last 

line she wrote, “Please send the pamphlets in a plain, unmarked envelope.” I felt like I was 

sending contraband through the mail.   Over the next few months, [she] revealedher story. 

She was a high school senior in rural Georgia, and had been having doubts about her faith--

something that was next to impossible to talk about in a small town where the Southern 

Baptist church was the most liberal one in the vicinity.   Sadly, she had become convinced 

that there was something wrong with her, and her thoughts had even turned to suicide.  

When her history teacher gave her an assignment on the United Nations – specifically, to 

write about its “shortcomings” –  

she stumbled upon an entry about UUism on her way through the encyclopedia’s pages to 

the U.N. Maybe her thoughts weren’t crazy after all! When she confided to her older cousin, 

who lived in a nearby city and used a computer, they decided to check out UU’s online.  

Over the years, I heard from her from time to time. The messages eventually stopped, 

but not before she had told me that Unitarian Universalism had saved her life, both 

figuratively and literally.   Since then, whenever I’ve been asked to talk about why [our] 

growth… is so important, I inevitably tell the story of this young women from Georgia. Many 

times, people have come up to me afterward and exclaimed, “that’s my story” or “I’m like 

that girl from Georgia!” So I was quite unprepared when, following an event where I had 

related this story, more than a decade after mailing the unmarked package, a woman 

approached me, her daughter in tow. She had waited for the cluster of people surrounding 

me to depart and, with tears streaming down her cheeks, said “I’m your correspondent from 

Georgia.”  It took a moment for me to realize that she wasn’t speaking figuratively. She was 

that high school senior from so many years before, now a bright and beautiful woman with a 

family of her own and a church that is at the center of her life. Our ministry of kindness and 

hope really does offer salvation to people in need of it. It saved a young woman in Georgia.  

****************** 

As a child, actor, Michael J. Fox, loved the fair; especially the rides and the cotton candy. In 

his book, “Always Looking Up,” he recalls visiting the booth of an evangelical church at the 

fair when he was 8 or 9.   It was not a booth though, rather a converted school bus painted 

in the style of the Partridge Family and they held bible lessons continually inside throughout 

the duration of the fair.   With the bench seats taken out, posters over the windows and small 

kid’s chairs inside, Fox remembers  it  resembling a miniature classroom.   

He writes this memory of that day, “As I climbed aboard, I immediately detected a sulfurous 

smell.  A man at the far end of the vehicle was crouched over a large … ashtray.  Speaking 

to the three or four kids already present, he lit a wooden kitchen match and tipped the 
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head downward so the flame licked the matchstick.   His other hand hovering a few inches 

above the tiny fire, he said,  “I wouldn’t want to get any closer to this because it would burn 

me.  And that would hurt, right?”  The young audience nervously agreed.  “Now imagine 

thousands of these burning every part of your body, every inch of your skin.  You would just 

be screaming in pain.  Well kids, that’s what hell is like.  And it lasts forever.  But here’s the 

good news…”   

I didn’t stick around for the good news…I had already heard my parents, teachers, and 

hockey coaches make effective points, teach lessons, and instill values without having to 

scare the living crap out of me.   

Fox was a None. That’s spelled N-O-N-E, a person with no religious affiliation at all, one of the 

unchurched. The folks who check “None” on paperwork that asks you which religion you 

belong to. I was a NONE myself until 30 years ago.  Many of you know the story of my Dad 

coming to visit me at college in Minneapolis and insisted we find a UU church to visit.  He had 

become a UU and it had pretty much changed his life and he naturally thought it would be 

perfect for me as well.  I very innocently told him that I was sure those kind of churches didn’t 

exist in the area. “Get the yellow pages,” he said.  That’s what you did back then.  They’re 

big books with phone numbers.  What do you know, there were about a dozen within driving 

distance.  And, well, he was right, it was a perfect fit, and the rest is history.  

My Dad and those of you who have been Unitarian Universalists for some time understood 

what is now starkly evident to more and more people in this country.  People are looking for 

something different.  It is especially true during this election season.  

People do not want the same old politics or the same old religion.  The great news is that our 

community is definitely not the “same old” anything and that gives us an ideal opportunity to 

attract the mysterious creatures, the Nones.   

The statistics are probably familiar. The Nones are the approximately one in 3 adults in this 

country that are unchurched.  That’s upwards of 73 million people who have not attended a 

religious service in the last six months—wait —isn’t that the definition of a UU?  

Over the years, our own UU membership has gone up and down. 1968 marked our highest 

membership, our lowest in 1982.  (I’ll let you analyze those numbers.)  Most denominations 

report declining membership these days, except The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 

Saints, the Assemblies of God and a number of Pentecostal groups.  What do they have in 

common? There is no ambiguity in their belief structure.  When you belong, you agree to a 

particular theology.  There is a creed, you identify with the faith in most aspects of your life, 

attend church several times a week, and you evangelize.  It’s a pretty straightforward 

formula.  Can we compete with something like that?  Absolutely! 

First, it is important to note that most of the growth in other denominations is from within.  

Think birth rates.  NONES aren’t going conservative.  They don’t want traditional church.   We 

fit the bill!  If NONES hear about us and they see we are not making sacrifices (well except 

the thirst Tuesday on a full moon), many will discover that we are exactly what they were 

looking for.   
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Other characteritics include a creed.  Well, we don’t have one, and that makes us more 

attractive to NONES.  They consider themselves spiritual, but their search for truth and 

meaning does not necessarily need an organized religion for answers.   

Attending church activities more than once a week is another important aspect of being a 

member of other growing denominations.  Building community, eating and working in 

fellowship, studying and volunteering together all make the community stronger.  We build 

great social groups but we aren’t so great at keeping them together.  Groups tend to move 

outside the church unless they are in crisis.  UU churches need to create activities and events 

that attract current UU’s and NONES to come here to find things that can’t be found 

anywhere else.   Wouldn’t it be great to see the lights on every night in this building?  They 

can be.  This is your home.  Use it.  Start a group or activity and invite your friends.  Introduce 

our space to the community.   

Lastly, evangelizing is essential for growing denominations.  Some UU’s say, well, that leaves 

us out.  No way!  How many times have you heard from newcomers how welcomed they felt 

here?  How did they come through the doors in the first place?  Lately, many say it was our 

electronic sign.  Now, there’s been a joke for years that UU churches don’t want new people 

so they have these tiny signs, and that’s why we don’t grow. I was in Columbus last weekend 

and the sign that pointed down the road to get to the UU church was about a bit over a 

foot square.  Then, the sign next to the church was wooden, lightly colored and blended into 

the shrubs beautifully.  And this is one of our largest congregations in the country!   

But proclaiming our existence on a sign is not enough!  We have to deliver!  We have to be 

something, give something that cannot be found anywhere else.  While mainline 

denominations primarily dictate, recite, and submit; UU’s are constantly provided with a 

wide array of philosophies and are challenged to weigh each for what rings true for them.  

As long as two centuries ago, one of our founders, William Ellery Channing, saw the value in 

that kind of community when he wrote, "The great end in religious instruction is to awaken 

the soul, to excite and cherish spiritual life."  Awaken the soul and excite our spiritual life!  

Wow!  Who wouldn’t want to be part of that!  This is what unchurched folks need to know 

about us. Unitarian Universalism is felt and embodied.  Professor of sociology and religion, 

Paul Lichterman calls that individual embodiment, “wearing’ your faith.”  Congregations 

provide the material but each individual creates the garment they wear in the world.   

Think about how you wear UUism. Do you only put it on when you walk through our doors?  

Do you wear it at home?  Do you cover it up when you are not with other UU’s?   Do you 

wear it every day?   If we are to grow and to ensure the continuation of this denomination, 

we have to make this our favorite outfit!    

Next, talk to the NONES.  Most of you belong to many wonderful organizations with the type 

of folks who belong here! For some reason,  we’re afraid to invite them to a place that plays 

a major role in our lives.  We’ve got one of the best thing going in town, don’t we?   I had 

tea with a woman a week ago and she knew 1/3 of you but had no idea you had 

connections with this church.  She might need a ride, so some of you might be getting a call.   

Once someone new is here, it’s a breeze! We are very hospitable!  Unless you are Author 

Barbara Brown Taylor’s friend who hasn’t quite gotten the gist of hospitality.  She says he 
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always greets her with his monologue of his latest triumphs, insights, and inner conflicts and 

then as he winds down he says, “That’s enough about me.  What do you think about me?”  

No one wants to hear that but what NONES do want to hear when they visit, is how their lives 

fit into the greater cosmos. They want to know how to live their lives according to their values 

and ethics about relationships, beauty, love, and creativity.   Sound like anyone you know?   

So, a lot of good, moral and ethical people, who work for peace and justice and the 

environment are just waiting for an invite from us.  And they’re a lot like us. If they have 

children, they see themselves as religious educators but look for guidance. They are 

philanthropic.  Most are liberal on social issues.   And listen, we’re not so radical anymore.  

We’ve gone mainstream! Same sex marriages have become practically routine now!  A self-

proclaimed socialist is actually a viable presidential candidate. The times they are a 

changin’ and its’ in our favor! That’s not to say that we still don’t have a lot to do to stop 

hate in the world – which is what I’ll be speaking about next week, but, there is a palpable 

shift in the understanding that we live in a multi-faith, multi-cultural world and we can’t let 

this opportunity pass us by!     

 

You might be thinking, but the NONES already belong to groups.  True, but don’t have You! 

And that is the difference.  One kind person can make a world of difference.  There was a 

Rabbi who spoke to a member of  her temple who she knew was an atheist,  She asked him 

why he attended every week. The man answered, “You know my friend Bernie? He comes to 

temple to talk to God every Sabbath. I come to talk to Bernie.”  You might be Bernie!   

We can’t assume that our neighbors and friends aren’t interested in us or even that they 

don’t need us.  A friendly smile, a listening ear, a comfortable chair, or a cup of fair trade 

coffee may be the kicker. We have to start making people aware that there is an alternative 

to a traditional “church.”  An alternative to “You’re perfect as you are--- if you believe the 

same things we do.”  

I challenge you to think about what you would tell someone about this place.  What would 

you tell others to attract them to MVUUC.  Memorize them.  Share them.   But remember to 

tell people that they really have to experience it to believe it.  Heck, tell them you’ll pick 

them up on Sunday and you’ll take them to lunch  (if its not potluck).  

If this community is important enough for you to show up here today, isn’t it important 

enough to talk to others about?  Please tell your friends that you laugh during sermons (even 

when she isn’t trying), that it’s okay to miss a Sunday, and the minister even wears funny hats 

- sometimes. 

  

Consider the NONES, perhaps you were one.  Like the woman in Georgia, perhaps you can 

save a life. I am living proof that one visit can make the difference! May it be so.   

 


