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Call To Worship and Chalice Lighting

Our Fellowship Mission is to help each person live, laugh, love and seek the truth; to be a place 
of celebration, comfort, love, and learning for all ages; to serve our community in the spirit of 
justice and democracy; and to respect all paths.

Sermon

You can tell quite a lot about a faith’s stereotypes, from the jokes told about it.

It seems that a man got a new Lamborghini, this fabulous car he had wanted all his life.  

It was the economy model, only $200,000, but he still found it simply a wonder, so he decided to

get it blessed.  He went to the local Methodist, who asked “What’s a Lamborghini?”  He told the 

pastor, who said, “Sorry, we are a religion; we don’t do that.”  He went to the old rabbi at the 

temple, who asked, “What’s a Lamborghini?”  When told, he gave the same reply as the 

Methodist.  To the local Catholic priest, same thing.  “What’s a Lamborghini?”  “No, sorry.”  So 

the man got a recommendation to go to the Unitarian Universalist minister over in the Senior 

Center.  When he made his request to that minister, her eyes lit up and she said, “That is so cool! 

A Lamborghini!  Wow!—What’s a blessing?”

We are, in fact, different from traditional religions in some important ways, like paying 

attention to earthly matters, like not requiring any certain belief, like appearing a bit irreverent 

sometimes, maybe even priding ourselves on that fact.  So we can seem un-religious to the 

untutored eye. As our hymn asks, 'Where is our holy church?'  But I am here to tell you that, 

while we laugh at that joke, it is actually something of a slander upon us.  In fact, Unitarian 

Universalism (UU), our spiritual and religious tradition, is in itself a blessing.  We small band of 
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sisters and brothers, keeping the UU faith in Twin Falls, Idaho, bring love and blessing to the 

world, the same love and blessing as do all persons and groups dedicated to nurturing souls and 

helping heal the world.  It is considerable.

At our best, we combine devotion to ethical principles with a reverence for all life, and 

for all that we cannot know.

Our religion is a merging of two compassionate, thoughtful denominations and stretches 

back in history to just after the Protestant Reformation, in the 16th century.  We have changed, 

grown, evolved.  We embrace a radical diversity of theological and philosophical positions.  

And, we have Seven Principles, by which we live, to the best of our ability.  We have articulated 

a value system of moral being, feeling and thinking, at its best undergirded by the attitude of 

humility (mixed with pride and humor!) that characterizes the best of religious humans.  (Think 

of the Dalai Lama.)

I invite you to open your gray hymnal to the sixth page in, the left-hand side.  Here we 

have statements that are part of our blessing to the world.  Let us read together, from the top of 

the page to the end of the first section, the Principles.

We, the member congregations of the Unitarian Universalist Association, covenant to 
affirm and promote:
1. The inherent worth and dignity of every person;
2. Justice, equity and compassion in human relations;
3. Acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth in our 

congregations;
4. A free and responsible search for truth and meaning;
5. The right of conscience and the use of the democratic process within our 

congregations and in society at large;
6. The goal of world community with peace, liberty, and justice for all;
7.  Respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part.

For today, we will skip the Sources (although they are an extremely important part of the 

whole scheme), and read together the final paragraph on the page:
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Grateful for the religious pluralism which enriches and ennobles our faith, we are 
inspired to deepen our understanding and expand our vision.  As free congregations 
we enter into this covenant, promising to one another our mutual trust and support.

Today, let me just lift up three of these principles.  I’ll start with “Justice, equity and 

compassion in human relations,” number two.  This is actually pretty complex, involving 

individual and institutional behavior.  Also, it can lead to the occasional wackiness that 

sometimes causes people to have doubts about us.  Like the minister during the AIDS crisis, who

preached a sermon called, “The Condom Conundrum,” and passed out condoms during church.  

Almost nobody thought this was appropriate—our ministerial overseeing body had a chat with 

him—but he was embodying the second principle, according to his lights.

Underlying that principle is a vital, foundational, without-which-we-cannot-exist 

assumption of our faith:  Whatever our beliefs or spiritual practices, we know that we enact them

here on this blessed earth, with each other.  Dr. Rebecca Parker, recently retired president of our 

western UU seminary, Starr King School For the Ministry, says,

 “We hold that this world, this life, these bodies are the dwelling place of the 
sacred….There is no holiness to be ascertained apart from the holiness that can be 
glimpsed in one another’s eyes.”

And that assumption dovetails with the first and seventh principles:  the inherent worth 

and dignity of each person, and respect for the interdependent web of existence.  Understanding 

that “holiness”—nobility, goodness, compassion—dwells in each other, we believe in radical 

respect for the individual.  For those of us who believe in a “god” of some sort, we see what 

Quaker George Fox called “that of God in every person.”  For those of us who are atheists, 

agnostics, humanists, we see the human potential for greatness.  Whatever our theology or 

philosophy, we UUs are very good at honoring the individual.  Mind you, it is not easy to 
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practice—just take a second to bring to mind a person or category of persons you really do not 

like.  See?  But respect t is a high value, and we practice in our fallible human way.

We are not quite as good at connection, at the interdependent web— although we become

very lopsided if we fail to balance individual and community.  Our seventh principle reminds us 

that we are not alone.  Our seventh principle reminds us that we stand on the shoulders of those 

who went before us; we eat fruit of trees we did not plant; we drink from wells we did not dig.  

The power of interdependence tugs at our hearts, bringing us sometimes to that awe-filled 

attitude we call reverence.

Our hymn says to us:

Here we have gathered, gathered side by side
Circle of kinship, come and step inside.
May all who seek here find a kindly word,
May all who speak here feel they have been heard.
Sing now together, this our heart’s own song.

Our seventh principle lifts up the luminous,  blessed truth that community is stronger than

the individual, and that it is oh-so-worth giving up a little of our precious human-being-

separatism, in order to make our communities strong.

Back in in 1994, there was an anti-homosexual referendum on the state ballot, that would 

have institutionalized anti-gay practices like firing someone because of sexual orientation.  I 

helped found Idaho Voices of Faith For Human Rights. Dozens, probably hundreds, of people 

from many faith communities connected:  we rallied, contributed money, sent out mailings, made

phone calls, went door to door, joined together for inter-faith services.  The referendum was 

narrowly defeated.  Many of us parts of the interdependent web came together to do what we 

could not have done alone.  With passion in our hearts, we individuals gave of our time, talent 

and treasure, to bring a little holy justice to our small patch of earth, here in Idaho.
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Think of how we weave the web over time.  Were any of you here when this 

congregation was founded?  It was 1992, and I was in my fourth year of ministry.  It is 2014, and

I am in my 27th year of ministry.  You have, over the years, faithfully—sometimes reverently, in 

the midst of mundane and hard work—built this Fellowship.  As we today start this new chapter, 

we do, indeed, stand on the shoulders of all who have built this place.  It is worth following their 

example.  This community is worth committing significant time, talent and treasure, to make our 

community whole and shining.  To bring our blessing to each other and to the world.

Here on this beautiful earth, in these precious bodies, we fallible, loving, getting-up-

again-time-after-time human persons come together to create and maintain what we cannot do 

alone.  We nurture souls, and we help heal the world.

And that is why our Principles and Sources start and end with phrases using the word 

“covenant.”  We “covenant to affirm and promote.”   “We enter into this covenant, promising 

our mutual trust and support.”  We UUs are not bound by a creed or a system of dogma.  We 

have a radical diversity of actual beliefs, from Christianity, through Buddhism, through 

mysticism, through paganism, to atheism.  To name but a few.  We can make this work, because 

we covenant to be with each other in support of the values expressed in our principles.  A 

covenant is a sacred promise, entered into with the highest and best intentions.  Entered into with

reverence.

Before I close, I want to reflect for a moment on that word I have used several times in 

this sermon: “reverence.” This word does not show up in our principles, but, when practiced in 

our earthly, independent and interdependent UU way, it makes us truly a religious body.  Makes 

us a spiritual tradition, rather than simply a social justice organization or discussion society.
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A man named Paul Woodruff has written an excellent book called Reverence:  Renewing 

a Forgotten Virtue.  He says this:

Reverence begins in a deep understanding of human limitations; from this grows the 
capacity to be in awe of whatever we believe lies outside our control—God, truth, justice,
nature…death.  (8)

Reverence transcends theology and philosophy.

Letting Woodruff’s words mingle with my musings on our principles, I think of a 

cherished, now-deceased, friend, Ward Hower.  Ward embodied all the things I have been 

talking about.  He was a decades-long UU, a social activist and tireless worker in his 

congregation.  He was totally human, fiercely independent, and profoundly connected.  He 

would probably have balked at being called a “blessing, but that’s what he was.

Ward was deeply reverent.

The universe brought him, figuratively, to his knees in awe—that combination of wonder 

and dread.  As a very young man, he had an experience one night of looking at the sky, and all at

once opening to the vastless void that is our universe—he was emptied and filled, terrified and 

fulfilled, by infinity, eternity, mystery.  Cherishing this awe-filled passion in his soul for the rest 

of his life, he wrote a novel called Quanta, setting forth, through plot and through character’s 

words, his deeply reverent cosmic vision.  (Ward was an atheist, by conventional definitions.)

He was forever humbled by his experience, and he also was a vigorous, proud, incredibly 

active individual—that paradox of true humility leading us to true strength.  And his reverence 

for life—actually, Life with a capital “L”—led him to years in the Peace Corps, into social action

woven into the fabric of his life.  Into connection.  Every Friday, with three or four stalwart 

others, he stood across from the Capitol with picket signs against the death penalty.  Not a 

mainstream position in Southern Idaho.

6 s-where is our holy church mvuuf 9-7-14



We here at the Magic Valley Unitarian Universalist Fellowship can be like Ward.  We 

can respect each other and be proud of ourselves as individuals, giving our kids strength and 

confidence to go forth in the world and embody compassion and laughter.  We can understand 

that holiness is found when we look into each other’s eyes; we can understand that we are 

connected, so deeply, over time and space.  We can joyfully give over a little of our individual-

ness, as we commit to larger community causes, including giving time, talent and treasure to this 

precious congregation.  And we can—without religious trappings or any over-earnestness—

embody the reverence that makes us truly spiritual people.

Where is our holy church?  Here. And wherever we are.

I would invite us to close by repeating the mission statement of our Fellowship, together. 

Let us start and end in the way our UU Principles and Sources begin and end, really paying 

attention to the last nine words:

We, the members and friends of the Magic Valley Unitarian Universalist Fellowship, 
covenant to affirm and promote the following:

Our Fellowship Mission is to help each person live, laugh, love and seek the truth; to be a
place of celebration, comfort, love, and learning for all ages; to serve our community in 
the spirit of justice and democracy; and to respect all religious paths.

Grateful for the religious pluralism which enriches and ennobles our faith, we are 
inspired to deepen our understanding and expand our vision.  As free individuals, we 
enter into this covenant, promising to one another our mutual trust and support.

Where is our holy church?  Right here.  Wherever we are.

Closing Words

Let knowledge grow from more to more,
But more of reverence in us dwell;
That mind and soul, according well,
 May make one music as before,
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But vaster. (From the Prologue to Tennyson’s “In Memoriam.”)
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