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“Find Us & You Shall Seek” 

Rev. Lynn Kerr 

Aug 28, 2016 

 

Reading  “Speaking the Language of the Living Tradition”   Elizabeth Ketcham 

I grew up as the heavily committed eldest child of an American Baptist minister in the 50's. 

Committed, that is, to self-preservation, staying out of trouble with our small town and my 

family, and having fun within safe parameters, namely, church activities. I never felt 

particularly committed to doctrine; never totally bought the idea of virgin birth or 

resurrection or miracles or Trinity or other supernatural religious concepts; though I never 

openly admitted this either. It seemed to me that it didn't matter much whether these things 

really happened or not. Wasn't the whole point of Christianity the teachings of Jesus? Wasn't 

that the miracle? 

So I faked it a bit, talked a good game, gave the impression of a devout young woman, all 

because I loved my parents and siblings dearly and they seemed to believe this stuff.  

During a stint as an American Baptist Home Missionary in Denver, I began to feel strongly that 

saving souls meant providing after-school activities for kids, a food bank, optometric services, 

job opportunities, friendship and acceptance. Conversion for me wasn't a blinding 

experience on the road to Damascus but a gradual understanding of what I believed and 

was willing to commit to. Bloody sacrifice seemed as senseless as the war in Vietnam, which 

was itself a bloody sacrifice of young men, some of them my friends. Subservience? Well, 

resentment by the subservient seemed to be its outcome. 

As a Unitarian Universalist, first a layperson now a minister, I often choose metaphors to 

express my ideas of God. I love Brian Wren's hymn "Bring Many Names" in Singing the Living 

Tradition (#23), with its loving metaphors: God as mother, father, aging, young, living being. 

But I don't only use human metaphors for God. For me, God is Cosmos, Nature, Universe, 

Power Beyond Human Power.  

For me, "Trinity" is too few manifestations of the Divine. (I keep thinking there's a sermon title in 

there somewhere: "Three is Too Few".) 

Attending a United Methodist seminary (Iliff, in Denver) gave me a chance to improve my 

skills at translating, for I had decided by then that a Unitarian Universalist needs to be 

religiously bilingual, able to speak religious language freely, understanding others whose 

dialect or language is somewhat different, accepting of differences, not needing to hear 

only UU-ese. If we are a pluralistic faith, we need to be pluralistic in our understandings and 

acceptances and capabilities. 

I remember when my best childhood friend told me that she used to think God's name was 

Andy, because of the old hymn we often sang in church ("Andy (And he) walks with me, 

Andy talks with me, Andy tells me I am his own....") and small children have been known to 

intone "Our Father Who Art in Heaven, Howard be thy name.” I like that—my buddy Andy 

shares his garden with me, the garden of the universe, of Whidbey Island, of cats and eagles 

and flowers and trees. Though my father who art in heaven is named Merritt, it's okay if 

someone else's is Howard. 

********************** 
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Comedian George Carlin said:  “I’ve begun worshipping the Sun for a number of reasons. 

First of all, unlike some other gods I could mention, I can see the Sun. It’s there for me every 

day. And the things it brings me are quite apparent all the time: heat, light, food, a lovely 

day. There’s no mystery, no one asks for money, I don’t have to dress up, and there’s no 

boring pageantry. And interestingly enough, I have found that the prayers I offer to the sun 

and the prayers I formerly offered to God are all answered at about the same 50-percent 

rate.” 

 

Like many non-religious folk (which is how a lot of UU’s identify themselves), Carlin finds it hard 

to believe in something that he can’t prove is there.  The ephemeral god or divine does not 

appeal to him as much as something tangible.  Now there are followers of other religions 

who may tell you that that which they believe in is real but if we were to ask them to prove it 

in some scientific methods, they would be unable to do so.  

  

Therefore, we say they take it on faith.  Unitarian Universalists, with our lack of creed or 

doctrine do not base anything on faith alone.  In fact, we have faith that by the free use of 

reason we may come to find truth and meaning in our lives in our personal journeys. That is to 

say, find a UU congregation, and then you shall seek meaning and truth. 

 

The very first UU joke I ever heard was about this. A UU walks into a fabric store and asks the 

clerk for 9 yards of material. The clerk says "What are you going to make?" and the UU says 

"I'm making a nightgown for myself as a present for my husband." The clerk says, "But 9 yards 

is way too much material for a nightgown." The UU says, "I know, but my husband would 

rather seek than find." 

 

The fact is we really do enjoy the search… for truth.  But our interest in religion and spirituality 

can be so varied that some people may question whether we believe in anything at all or at 

the other extreme, whether we believe in everything.  

 

UU minister, Bruce Clear, writes, that it can make Unitarian Universalism beliefs seem a bit 

“fuzzy.”  Clear believes this is a strength however.  He argues that, “We humans are not 

omnipotent, and we form our beliefs based on the best information we have. If we are being 

responsible about our beliefs, they are bound to be altered in light of new information and 

new insights…Simple answers to difficult questions may be reassuring, but they rarely reflect 

the complexity of experience. I am naturally suspicious of any answer (especially a religious 

answer) that is presented as certain, absolute, and simple. I am more open to answers if they 

are presented as tentative. 

 

He got the word “fuzzy” from the book, Fuzzy Thinking: The New Science of Fuzzy Logic by 

Bart Kosko. Kosko believes that the world is really much more fuzzy than black and white and 

true and false and becoming more so.  He writes that, "Fuzziness is grayness," and "the truth 

lies in the middle."  

Rev. Clear compares UUism to our fuzzy world because UUism is not certain about any 

particular belief, similar to our fuzzy world. But in so many religions, followers are told the 

doctrine is absolute truth. Its no wonder UUism can be so attractive when we can say you 

can choose this spectrum of gray.   Kosko says, “The fuzzy view says that almost all truth is 
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gray truth, partial truth, fractional truth, fuzzy truth.”  He describes the following exercise in his 

book that we’ll do now. Just raise your hands if the answer is yes to each question.  

“How many of you are tall?  How many of you are honest?  

How many of you are well rested?”  

There can only be fuzzy answers to these questions.  Sure, I’d raise my hand that I’m tall in a 

room full of toddlers.  You see?  

It would be the same thing if I asked you what do you believe in terms of Unitarian 

Universalism?  I would be willing to bet you might even get inconsistent responses in some 

Christian churches. There are very few absolutes in our fuzzy world if only people would admit 

it.   

But we are often seen as a people without a true faith.  I contend that we believe in is our 

free faith, one that the President of the Unitarian Universalist Association, Rev. Peter Morales 

says is much more about what we love than about what we think. “Faith,” he writes, “Is 

about being faithful to what we hold sacred.” 

In mainstream religions, what is held sacred is well established.  Doctrine is given and taught 

to the people who attend more traditional churches through worship services and religious 

education. Everything is done to keep beliefs constant and strong, while also increasing the 

fold.  

 

Of course we provide services, religious education, and even do a bit of outreach (like 

yesterday at the Pride Parade), but the big difference is that we don’t give or teach 

doctrine.  Nope we just gather y’all together and say, “so what do you think?”  Dirty trick, 

huh?  Kind of makes you wonder why have ministers!   

 

It’s not for everyone to be sure.  As I have said before, its hard work.  That’s why we have 

congregations so that we can offer one another encouragement while we ask the most 

difficult of life’s questions and why people say how relieved they are when they do find us to 

be with other people who think like they do. 

 

But we’re not a good fit for everyone.  UU minister, Dr. Tony Larsen, believes it is an 

unwarranted assumption that just anyone can be a UU and it is a myth that we don’t stand 

for anything.  He writes, 

 

“Not everyone can be a Unitarian Universalist. Not everyone should be a Unitarian 

Universalist. Because the first criterion for getting into this church is: you've got to know how 

to sin. That's very important to us; and not everyone knows how to do it. We don't want 

people here who never do wicked things. We don't want people here who are holier than 

thee or thou.  

 

“We don't want people who have made it in the salvation department and are just waiting 

around to get picked up. Because people with too much heaven in them are hell to live 

with…if there were any perfect human beings around, we might let them in. But since there 

aren't any, anyone who claims he/she doesn't do wicked things is either trying to fool others, 
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or trying to fool themselves. It is the nature of the human to be evil as well as good. And you 

should not be a Unitarian Universalist if you're not willing to admit that about yourself. 

“As a matter of fact, recognition of your evil has great power for mobilizing 

compassion…now, if you think you're too good - you won't like it here. But with a little bit of 

hypocrisy and selfishness and deceit, you'll do fine. We're not asking you to try to develop 

those qualities, because you don't need to. Each and every one of you already has them. 

We're just asking you to recognize them in yourself. It'll do wonders for your tolerance of 

others' foibles.   

“And when we say our church has freedom of belief, we mean that in a limited way. You are 

free to believe whatever you want here - but only as long as it helps you live a caring and 

humane life - or at least doesn't prevent you from living a caring life. That's a very real 

limitation on freedom of belief.”   

“So, yes, as Larsen says, we have some limitations in UUism. In most faith traditions, finding 

religion is really the end of the journey though.  You find the church, agree to the doctrine 

and you are in.  Being born again, finding Jesus, or giving your life over to God are common 

phrases and essentially signal that you are releasing your problems, your soul to a religious 

authority.  For some people that really changes lives.  It has helped people through 

destructive behaviors, abuse, and many other difficult times.  When a person finds the right fit 

for them, I applaud it and I have seen many lives turned around by the power of a loving 

religious community.   

 

As long as a religion teaches another to be a compassionate human being, I think we should 

encourage it.  Of course, there are times when it is the religious community that has done 

the damage in someone’s life so they look to other communities and we often are a safe 

haven.  For others, they may just be looking for some place to explore spirituality and feel a 

UUism is a good place to start.   

 

No matter why people are here, the simple fact is, finding us is only the beginning.  Because, 

as Rev. Dr. Victoria Weinstein wrote, some people who discover UUism "come in the door all 

sweaty and frantic having fled an oppressive religious past and.collapse into our pews and 

say ‘Phew, that's over. I reject this and this and this and that and that other thing, and the 

whole scene I just came from.’ ...Rejecting religious doctrines that offend our spirit is just the 

beginning... of the faith journey. Part two is seeking understanding of those doctrines and our 

relationship to them…” Then we “find what we can affirm, what we do believe..." 

 

So you see, as one minister says, being a UU is not freedom FROM religion, its freedom OF 

religion.  And that’s one of its most unique and beautiful aspects.   We are free to learn, 

grow, analyze, and ask questions, so that our spiritual lives may evolve and deepen.  We 

don’t claim to have THE one truth, because truth and meaning are continuously being 

revealed to us, throughout our lives.  

 

A great story about one of our forefathers illustrates this.  Ralph Waldo Emerson was an older 

man and was serving as an Interim minister in a Massachusetts church.  He re-used many of 

the sermons he had written as a young man in Boston.  It is said that frequently, Emerson 
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would be preaching, he would pause, look up at the congregation and with a smile say, “I 

no longer believe that,” and then go back to the same sermon.   

 

That’s our strength. It’s fluid. The only thing that remains unchanged is that the divine is 

always present and available to us.  Ours is a metamorphic tradition, but not just for 

individuals.  The denomination itself has had numerous manifestations. And individual 

congregations vary even if they are a few miles apart.  We even suggest to newcomers that 

they attend the same church more than once because services at the same place can 

even vary from week to week!  It can make some people love us more or make some 

people just plain confused.  

 

Its not like being Catholic for instance.  You can go to Catholic mass anywhere in the world 

and even if you don’t speak the language, you will know what is happening and what you 

are supposed to do. Right?  You go into any UU church across the country and you don’t 

know what the heck you’ll find that day!  

 

Yes, we are a different kind of religion, we have a long name, we have values not doctrine 

and our principles can be hard to articulate.  We will most likely never be mega church.  But 

to survive as a denomination, we do want people to find us and stay to do some Fuzzy 

thinking Rev. Clear refers to.   

 

He writes, “A certain fuzziness (in the positive sense of that word) [is] at the heart of who we 

are. We usually call it a “search for truth.” We sometimes even call it a “religious journey.”   

Whatever we call it, we look forward to the next book, the next encounter, the next 

conversation, expecting our ideas to be more clearly formed and more adequate than 

before. Our religious values teach openness to new ideas and views. That value suggests an 

inherent uncertainty and tentativeness—a fuzziness. If we were certain about our truths, we’d 

have no use for open-mindedness.”  May it be so.   

 

 


