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First Parish UU, Bridgewater 
Worship Service – Theme: “Welcome, Neighbors” 

Sunday, August 26, 2018 10:30am 
 

Thought for Contemplation: “I proclaim that every person can follow the 
religion of their own choosing. No one shall be reviled for their religion by 
anyone else.”     ~ King John Sigismund of Transylvania, Edict of Torda 1568  

 
 

Reflection                “The Theology of Waves”, McKayla Hoffman 
 

Go to the sea, within or without. Dip one foot into the water, feel the shock of 

cold. Ignore the million-year-old aversion to discomfort, and tread further. Be 

seated in the water, at the point of greatest chaos where--simultaneously--the 

waves grow and curl before they crash, and you remain anchored to the sandy 

floor. Let this force move you where and how it will.  

What is this force? Does it move through you, and you sit unaffected? Do you 

feel compelled to explore its dark depths? Where in you does its effect echo? 

Wherever you are, remember this point of tension. 

--  

Growing up, I never wondered who or what God was, because the concept 

was plainly spelled out in the lessons and consequences of the Catholic 

catechism. And then, the world tore me open. It started with a spellbook at age 

nine, purchased by my sister. Sure, the spell to talk to my deceased grandfather 

using a bay leaf and a cordless phone failed, but a seed was planted. It was 

nurtured by a variety of people, including one of our long term nannies (who had 

a hell of a job, no pun intended). One afternoon, I reported to her that my friend’s 

dog had just died.  
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“It’s okay, though,” I said, “because he’s in Heaven now.” 

“No, he’s not, McKayla,” my nanny told me incredulously. “Animals don’t 

have souls, so they can’t go to Heaven.” 

I wouldn’t understand how pivotal this moment truly was until many years 

later. For the first time in my life, I felt the visceral weight of my “truth." For me, 

there was no question: of course animals have souls. I was more deeply affected, 

though, by the possibility that creation may not possess an inherent equity. I 

began wondering about the nature of existence, sometimes called “God”: “Could 

one life be worth less than another in the eyes of God?”  

After reading and exploring my inner and outer worlds, something clicked. In 

sixth grade, unbeknownst to my family, I self-dedicated to a Neo-Pagan path. 

But my chosen branch of Pagan spirituality, which I leaned on for comfort and 

answers for many years, did not address what truly burned in me. My gender-

fluid identity resounded neither with Christianity nor Paganism, and though I 

remained on the Path, I was lost. This continued for many years, up until very 

recently. 

Years later, during my sophomore year of college, a professor introduced me 

to the writings of the psychoanalyst Carl Jung and Alice Bailey, a 19th century 

theosophist. Both emphasized an enthralling possibility: that beyond the illusory 

“Self,” humanity consists of one united body, or consciousness, that will evolve 

together through consistent, selfless service. I realized that I had always believed 
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this, since my earliest memories of recognizing my truth.  Each step of these 

deep pullings moved me closer to, among other paths, Hinduism, Sanatana 

Dharma, where I’ve landed today. Who knows where it will lead next, but I am 

humbled by the journey and the many incredible individuals that nurtured each 

step. 

Unitarian Universalism played a large part in this journey for me because, as 

our fourth principle offers, it allowed a “free and responsible search for truth and 

meaning”--even when it meant rooting through the ugly stuff. 

Our principles and values inspire us to ask many questions, and begs one in 

particular: do religion and spirituality, in whatever form they take, respond to 

and encourage the evolution of humanity? The term “religion” is a somewhat 

divisive one in today’s cultural and political climates, but the global trend of 

acknowledging something beyond ourselves shifts powerful tides, with positive 

and negative consequences. Engaging in conversations about the foundational 

nature of life is just one way of reaching beyond preconceptions about others and 

witnessing a deep layer of their existence.  

As we embark on our own respective journeys, let us be inspired to continue 

our ponderings past the “Does God exist or not?” question. Perhaps we might ask 

“What practice brings me closest to surrender? What inspires awe in me? What 

humbles me?” May we feel safety in wondering together and finding our truths 

alongside one another. 
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-- 

And those waves reverberate, again and again, echoing in our form. The ebb 

and flow of questions, and wondering, and doubt--they tumble us each into 

smooth pebbles, into sand. When we return to those depths, integrated into our 

whole selves, may we find still peace.  

Namaste. 

 

Homily                           “Our Chosen Faith”, Rev. Paul Sprecher 
 

Once upon a time, a Unitarian kid was walking down the street 

pulling a wagon full of newborn puppies. As he passed the 

Catholic church, a pair of nuns emerged and began fawning over 

the boy and his adorable cargo. 

"What kind of puppies are they?" one of the nuns asked. 

"They're Catholic!" the boy replied. 

The nuns beamed. They were instantly impressed by the boy, 

and they thought his cute little puppies were irresistible. 

A few weeks later, the same kid was going down the street 

pulling his wagonload of puppies, and he passed the Catholic 

church again. The same two nuns saw him going by, and they ran 

to the priest and said, "Oh, Father, go out and ask that boy what 

religion his puppies are! It's too cute!" 

The priest went up to the boy and, in a stern voice barely 

covering his amusement, asked what religion the puppies were.  

"They're Unitarians," the boy smiled. 

"What?!" The priest was shocked. 

"Yeah," said the boy. "They're Unitarians. They opened their 

eyes.1 



 5 

There are at least two problems with this story.  First, it seems a little anti-

Catholic.  We are a religious tradition in which respect for each person’s search 

for truth and meaning is one of our seven principles; so mocking other religions 

– though popular among us and indeed characteristic – is actually a weakness.  

The story is also just a tiny bit arrogant.  We Unitarian Universalists aren’t at our 

best when we mock and boast, when we deny those who follow other religious 

traditions their right to their own search for truth.  Of course, this sort of self-

mocking is part of how we distinguish our own traditions and practices from 

other paths, so perhaps – while dodgy – a little self-mocking of our arrogance is 

occasionally in order.  There is, for example, the story of someone in a UU 

discussion group who said:  “Yeah, we have a problem with thinking 

we're better than everybody.  If only we could get rid of our arrogance, 

we'd be perfect!”  The story may be apocryphal, but it does have a slight 

ring of truth about it. 

It matters what we believe.  It also matters how we believe, and how we 

respond to how others believe.  Tolerance is fundamental to our identity as 

people of faith.  McKayla told the story of how tolerance was written into our 

religious DNA exactly 450 years ago when John  Sigismund, the only Unitarian 

king in history, declared tolerance for all religious belief in the Edict of Torda.  

King Sigismund convened a debate between Catholic, Lutheran, Calvinist and 

Unitarian leaders, and declared that the people of his kingdom would adopt the 

religion of whichever combatant won the debate. Unitarian bishop Francis Davíd 
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and Calvinist bishop Peter Melius prepared to address the question of the trinity, 

with the king in attendance. Naturally, each man had strong reason to succeed. 

Melius was in little doubt that he would triumph. "If I win this debate," he 

told David, "you will be executed." 

Davíd responded, "If I win this debate, you and everyone else in this 

country will be given complete religious freedom, and the tolerance due to every 

child of Man."  

This foundational belief in tolerance is written into our 7 Principles; our 4th 

principle declares that we affirm and promote “A free and responsible search for 

truth and meaning” and our 5th principle goes on to affirm “The right of 

conscience and the use of the democratic process.”  We believe that each of us is 

engaged in a lifelong search for what is most important to our living at different 

points in our journey, that we must each be true to our own conscience, and that 

everyone’s voice must be heard.  So freedom, reason and tolerance are among 

the fundamental components of our chosen faith.  These aspects of our faith, 

these beliefs, are in particular part of our heritage from the Unitarian side of our 

tradition.  It matters what we believe. 

These traditional Unitarian beliefs guide us in particular in speaking of the 

method of seeking truth and meaning, but they don’t provide as much by way of 

content.  Religion in its many varieties is one of the fundamental ways in which 

we not only seek but also embody answers to the big questions, the mysteries of 
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how we find ourselves here on the earth at this place in this time.  Religion helps 

us approach questions like these:  Where do we come from?  What are we?  

Where are we going? (to borrow from the words on the frame of Gauguin’s 

famous painting at the MFA – and embodied in one of our hymns).  Do I have a 

purpose here on this earth?  What will happen to me when I die?  How, then, 

shall I live my life?  All of us are affected by the religious traditions in which we 

were raised, many of us as Catholics, others as Protestants, some with no 

religious tradition at all.  Reason is certainly one tool in our search for truth and 

meaning, but I do not believe that every question – especially every question 

about how to live in the here and now – can ever be completely resolved by the 

tools of reason.  Besides, we have to make choices based on some beliefs or 

other about life now, not in the distant future when our knowledge will be 

complete.  So there is also an element of the unknown, of mystery, that we must 

also conjure with. 

The Universalist side of our tradition brings us a belief not arrived at by 

means of reason, the fundamental assertion that “God is Love.”  We can find that 

emblazoned on many historically Universalist pulpits, including the one at Ferry 

Beach, our Universalist heritage camp and conference center in Saco, Maine, 

from which David and Rachel recently returned.  Now, I know that some of you 

will cringe at the invocation of “God” in that sentence.  One of our particular 

Unitarian Universalist problems in discussing theology – the content of our 
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chosen faith – is the fact that we have allergies to some words, and that some of 

us want to eliminate from our language any words that we can’t completely 

define.  For many of us, “Spirit of Life” works better as a way of referring to the 

ultimate, the transcendent, the mystery.  It helps me to think of words as having 

the power only to point toward the ultimate, the unknown, the unknowable.  So 

that fundamental Universalist credo is a way of saying that whatever God may 

be, God is Love – and love is of God – however we understand those words.  

Many Unitarian Universalists who have found Alcoholics Anonymous helpful in 

managing their lives stumble on the 3rd step, “Make a decision to turn our will 

and our lives over to the care of God [or, our higher power] as we understood 

Him.”  My favorite gloss on this step was provided by an old alcoholic in an AA 

meeting we attended with our son; he said:  “I don’t know what God is; all I 

know is that I’m not God.”  However we choose to name it, we know that we did 

not create ourselves, and that we are only one small part of this whole 

astonishing and mysterious universe.  This sense of mystery is embodied in our 

7th principle, which says that we affirm and promote “Respect for the 

interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part.” 

We are marvelous and we are puny.  We can use our reason to answer many 

questions and still we live in the middle of mystery.  We must have the self-

assurance and the faith to make decisions, but we can never be certain of all of 

the consequences of our actions.  To use the more traditional religious language 
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of the Psalmist, we were made, we live a little lower than the angels, suspended 

between heaven and earth.  Rabbi Toba Spitzer provides this image of how we 

ought to live in this state of suspension:  

Rabbi Simcha Bunem of Pershyscha…  carried two slips of paper, one in each 

pocket. On one he wrote: Bishvili nivra ha-olam—“for my sake the world was 

created.” On the other he wrote: V’anokhi afar v’efer”—“I am but dust and 

ashes.” He would take out each slip of paper as necessary, as a reminder to 

himself.2 

It matters what we believe.  It matters if in our arrogance we believe that we 

know better than everyone else how to live lives of integrity and purpose.  It 

matters if we believe that we can make a difference in this world.  It matters if 

we regard every person everywhere as having inherent worth and dignity.  It 

matters if we believe that we should not unduly disrupt this sacred web of life of 

which we are but a small – but vitally important – part.  It matters what we 

believe.  [Insert #657 – “It Matters What We Believe”] 

It matters what we believe. 

More than belief, our chosen faith also calls us to engage in spiritual practices 

that enable us to stand back from the preoccupying stream of our everyday lives 

and learn to simply be in this wonderful, sacred, generous web of life in which 

we find ourselves.  We need to open ourselves to the mystery of Being – of 

Unknowing – to live well.  Some of us pray.  Some of us meditate.  Some of us 
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practice yoga.  All of us need to take times of quiet, to let go of the quests of 

reason and to get in touch with something deeper, to feed our spirits, our souls.  

We need some ways of finding a balance between doing and being.  We need to 

have ways of finding peace for ourselves so that we can bring more love into the 

world.  As some of our Universalist ancestors put it, our job is to “love the hell 

out of this world” – and spiritual practices are one way for us to find the peace 

that enables us to find and share that love.  As our hymn puts it, “When I breath 

in, I breath in peace, when I breathe out, I breath our love.”  Let’s sing a bit of 

that again. 

“When I breath in, I breath in peace, when I breathe out, I breath our love.” 

Blessed be, and Amen  

                                                
1 The Church Where People Laugh:  A Treasury of Jokes, Quotations, Observations, and True 
Stories about Unitarians, Universalists, and U.U.s,” compiled and edited by Gwen Foss, 4th 
Edition, 2nd Printing, Revised, Farmington, MI, 2004, pp. 10-11.  
2 "Two Pockets," Kol Nidre 5771, Rabbi Toba Spitzer https://dorsheitzedek.org/writings/two-
pockets  


