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I 

This past year, Karla and I have been preaching a series of sermons on the six sources of 
what we call the “living tradition” of our Unitarian Universalist faith: direct experience of that 
transcending mystery and wonder, affirmed in all cultures, that moves us to a renewal of the 
spirit and an openness to the forces that create and uphold life; words and deeds of prophetic 
women and men that challenge us to confront powers and structures of evil with justice, 
compassion, and the transforming power of love; wisdom from the world’s religions which 
inspires us in our ethical and spiritual life; humanist teachings that counsel us to heed the 
guidance of reason and the results of science, warning us against the idolatries of mind and 
spirit; and spiritual teachings of earth-centered traditions that celebrate the sacred circle of life 
and instruct us to live in harmony with the rhythms of nature.  

But wait! That’s just five!!! There’s one more! I wonder what it could be? Let me think. 
(Pause.) Oh, now I remember! 

It’s Jewish and Christian teachings that call us to respond to God’s love by loving our 
neighbors as ourselves. 

II 

Now let’s face it. Claiming Jewish and Christian—especially Christian—teachings as one 
of the sources of Unitarian Universalism makes some UUs more than a little bit uncomfortable. 

There’s more than a little bit of truth in the joke that the only time you hear a UU say 
“Jesus Christ” is when she spills hot coffee in her lap during coffee hour on Sunday. 

Many Unitarian Universalists readily accept, and even embrace, Buddhist teachings and 
spiritual practices such as mindful meditation. Some UUs are drawn to the wisdom of Taoism. 
More and more find meaning in Native American and neo-pagan spirituality.  

But when it comes to Christianity, not so much. And although I think that’s really sad, I 
also think I understand why that’s so.  

One reason is that many of us who grew up in a Christian church, decided, at some point 
in our lives, to leave because it was too dogmatic and oppressive. It just didn’t work for us. It 
didn’t make sense.  

That was certainly true for me. As a teen and young adult, I simply couldn’t reconcile 
what I was taught in Sunday school with what my mind and heart told me was true. I couldn’t, 
in good faith, say the prayers and creeds or believe what I thought I was expected to believe. 

But there’s also, I believe, a second reason that many UUs aren’t overly fond of 
Christianity. And that’s that some Christians have given Christianity a bad name. If Christianity 
means what the late pastor Fred Phelps of the “God Hates Fags” Westboro Baptist Church says 
it means, then I don’t want anything to do with it. If Christianity means believing that a 



supernatural God created the world a few thousand years ago in less than a week and then 
scattered fossils that appear to be millions of years old all around to throw us off track, then I 
just can’t buy it. 

But that’s not what Christianity is and that’s not what all Christians believe.  

I know—because I happen to be married to a Christian who is a smart, rational, 
compassionate, caring, and beautiful human being who would have no problem whatsoever in 
affirming each and every one of our seven Unitarian Universalist principles. 

And so, this morning, I want to remind all of us that Unitarian Universalism is historically 
rooted in liberal Christianity, that our Christian roots are still alive and well today and continue 
to enrich our liberal religious faith, that there are still many Unitarian Universalists—myself 
included—who find meaning in the life and teachings of Jesus, and that the term “UU Christian” 
is not an oxymoron. 

III 

Unitarian Universalists too often forget (or perhaps choose to ignore) the fact that our 
Unitarian and Universalist ancestors, Michael Servetus, Francis David, John Murray, Hosea 
Ballou, William Ellery Channing, Thomas Starr King, and others, were liberal Christians:  

 Christians who didn’t believe everything that other Christians believed;  

 Christians who were branded as heretics and sometimes burned at the stake by 
other Christians;  

 Christians who refused to believe that reason and faith are incompatible;  

 Christians who were more concerned with what Jesus said than what others said 
about Jesus;  

 Christians who believed that we are called to respond to God’s love by loving our 
neighbors as ourselves. 

In an 1819 sermon, “Unitarian Christianity,” William Ellery Channing, one of the 
“founding fathers” of American Unitarianism, explained some of the ways in which Unitarian 
Christianity differed from orthodox or Calvinist Christianity.  

Reason, he said, leads Unitarian Christians to understand the Bible not so much as the 
literal word of God, but as the words of human beings who, in a particular historical and 
cultural context, struggled to understand who or what God is. The Bible, he claimed, must be 
read and understood poetically and metaphorically, not literally as history or science.  

God, Channing believed, is a loving parent. Jesus, he claimed, was a human being, filled 
with God’s spirit but not divine or God incarnate. And because, he said, human beings are 
created in God’s image, we are saved not by God’s grace but by our God-given capacities for 
goodness, morality, conscience, and compassion. 

Channing’s Christianity was a non-dogmatic and open-minded religion of reason, 
freedom, tolerance, and morality. 

In some ways, our Universalist ancestors were a bit more traditional, conservative, or 
orthodox in their understanding of God and Jesus.  



Some Universalists were Trinitarian Christians who believed that Jesus was literally the 
divine Son of God, while others saw Jesus as fully human. Some believed that Jesus died to save 
humanity from sin, while others rejected Calvinism’s doctrine of substitutionary atonement. 
But all of them believed that a loving God would never damn his children to burn in hell 
forever—which is was, and still is, quite a radical notion for many Christians.  

IV 

Over the past two centuries, both Unitarianism and Universalism have continued to 
push the “theological envelope” of Christianity, eventually evolving into a movement that is not 
just another Christian sect, a faith that draws not only from Jewish and Christian teachings but 
the wisdom of all the world’s religions, a theologically diverse religion that welcomes atheists, 
agnostics, humanists, and skeptics as well as liberal Christians, Buddhists, pagans, mystics, and 
theists.  

We are “more” than Christian. And Unitarian Universalism has, in a sense, gone far 
“beyond” Christianity.  

But to say we’ve evolved “beyond” Christianity does not mean that Christianity is no 
longer a part of our religious DNA and identity as religious liberals. It does not mean that 
Christianity is simply a useless, obsolete relic of our history. It does not mean that the term “UU 
Christian” is an oxymoron.  

Our Unitarian Universalist faith is a “living” tradition—a liberal religious faith that grows 
and changes over time. Like a tree, we are always sprouting new branches and leaves that 
reach upward and outward, growing toward the sun and sky above. But, like a tree, it is our 
roots that anchor, nourish, and sustain us.  

And so, when we claim that, like oil and water, Christianity and Unitarian Universalism 
simply don’t mix, we’re cutting off one of the roots of the living tradition that anchors, 
nourishes, and sustains our liberal religious faith.  

When we deny that Jewish and Christian teachings that call us to respond to God’s love 
by loving our neighbors as ourselves are one of the sources of our living tradition, we’re being 
untrue to our history, denying where we came from and who we are.  

And when we’re unwilling to consider Christianity as a source of truth or meaning in our 
lives or close our ears and minds and hearts to others simply because they’re Christians, we’re 
being untrue to our values as religious liberals.  

V 

When I preached a sermon on humanism in February, I told you that I was a card-
carrying humanist—a member in good standing of the UU Humanist Association.  

And it’s true. I am a humanist. 

But I’m also a card-carrying member of the UU Christian Fellowship.  

I’m a UU humanist and a UU Christian.  



Maybe that means that I suffer from multiple personality disorder. Maybe it means I’m 
just confused.  

Or maybe it means I’m a Unitarian Universalist whose faith draws from both Christianity 
and humanism.  

“Christian” is not my theological identity of choice. And so, if and when I call myself a 
Christian—which is not very often—I usually say that I’m a Christian with “a small ‘c.’” 

And what I mean by that is that I’m not a Christian in the same way that my wife, 
Miriam, is a Christian (though I believe that my faith and hers are not too very different). I’m 
not a Christian in the same way that Rev. William Barber is a Christian (though I admire and 
respect the way his faith calls him to work for justice and community). And I’m certainly not a 
Christian in the same way that Pat Robertson or Billy Graham are Christians.  

What I mean when I call myself a “small ‘c’” christian is that I don’t believe that Jesus 
was God, that his mother was a virgin, that he walked on water and raised the dead. I’m not 
saying that I believe that he rose from the dead on Easter morning or that he is my personal 
savior or that he is the one and only way, truth, and light.  

What I mean when I call myself a “small ‘c’” christian is that I’m not willing to throw out 
the baby with the bath water—that I want to reclaim and hold onto those aspects of my 
childhood Christian faith that may have meaning and value in my life.  

What I mean when I call myself a “small ‘c’” christian is that I’m more concerned with 
what Jesus taught—how to live rightly, treating others with kindness, compassion, and love—
than who Jesus was.  

The religion that Jesus taught was primarily ethical, not theological. When Jesus was 
asked, “Teacher, what shall I do to inherit eternal life?” he didn’t say “Whosoever believes in 
me will have life everlasting.” He said: "There are only two things you must do. Love God and 
love your neighbor as yourself.” 

The religion that Jesus taught is about loving our neighbors (which is hard enough) and 
loving our enemies (which is even harder). It’s about feeding the hungry, caring for the poor, 
putting principle above wealth and power, accepting those who are different, showing mercy, 
and seeking justice.  

And so, as a “small ‘c’” christian, Christianity is about how we should live, not what we 
must believe about God or Jesus. And, believe it or not, the same is true for many “capital ‘C’” 
liberal Christians as well.  

VI 

Scotty McLennan is an ordained Unitarian Universalist minister who proudly identifies 
himself as a UU Christian. For many years, McLennan served as the chaplain at Tufts University 
and is the real-life model for the character, Rev. Scot Sloan, in the popular comic strip, 
Doonesbury, by Garry Trudeau.  

In his book, Jesus Was a Liberal, McLennan argues that Jesus was a liberal because he 
championed rationality, tolerance, and freedom from religious authority. And another UU 



minister, Bob Janis-Dillon, claims that Jesus was actually a Unitarian Universalist—or at least 
embodied many of the values that Unitarian Universalists hold near and dear.  

Like Unitarian Universalists, Jesus was someone who had little use for dogma and 
questioned religious authority. He and his disciples broke the rules of their religion and society 
by not washing their hands before they ate, eating grain that they picked while walking through 
the fields on the Sabbath, and healing lepers on the Sabbath, and challenging the religious 
orthodoxy of his day.  

Like us, Jesus practiced tolerance and inclusivity, hanging out with tax collectors, 
prostitutes, and sinners, including women within his inner circle of disciples, refusing to 
condemn a woman who accused of adultery, and insisting that, by caring for a wounded man 
on the road, a Samaritan was more holy than a Jewish priest. 

Like us, Jesus was concerned with social justice in the here and now, preaching a gospel 
of radical egalitarianism, hospitality, compassion, and justice for all—especially the poor, the 
sick, widows and orphans, strangers and immigrants, the weak and vulnerable, and those on 
the margins of society. 

And, as the Byrds sang, that kind of Jesus is “just alright with me.”  

 


