

Those of you who have been around the last two years know I rarely give a sermon associated with a holiday or an annual event.  I don’t do Easter sermons, or Memorial Day sermons, or Thanksgiving sermons, or even Pledge Day sermons.  Whether this is a good idea or not remains to be seen.  But in order to maintain continuity, I will not be giving a sermon on money, pledging, or stewardship.  I’ll be giving a sermon on theology.  And in the end, it will actually tie in to our pledge drive. 


So what is theology, and why should we care?  I’ll start by saying that a common complaint I’ve heard in UU circles, especially up at seminary, is that UU’s don’t do enough theology, if indeed they do any at all.  The congregations (I am told) shy away from it.  The sermons don’t deal with it.  The people don’t want it.  So what is this “it” that seems so lacking?  The standard dictionary definition of theology is, “The field of study and analysis of God and of God's attributes and relations to the universe; study of divine things or religious truth.”
In my studies at Christian colleges, theology had several major sub-categories:
Christology – The study of Christ

Pneumatology – The study of Holy Spirit

Hamartiology – The study of Sin

Ecclesiology – The study of Church

Eschatology – The study of Last Things

Soteriology – The study of Salvation

Using these definitions, it’s hardly surprising that theology is not terribly popular in UU circles.  But theology is far more than that.  In the most recent edition of UU World magazine, the Rev David Bumbaugh, minister and professor at my seminary until last year, writes a rather sober assessment of Unitarian Universalism called, “The Unfulfilled Dream.”  He laments that Unitarian Universalists do not have a unifying theology.  He proposes three questions that we should be able to answer:

- What do we believe?

- Whom do we serve?

- To whom or what are we responsible?

He believes that until we wrestle with these questions, the dream of Unitarian Universalism will remain unfulfilled.  


His three questions are another way of thinking about theology.  But if his hopes are for a unifying answer to these questions, I think he will be disappointed in the long run.  How much definition can be set in stone before we lose the freedom of belief we cherish so much?  His article is worth reading, and I encourage all of you to do so.  

Theology can be dangerous.  It has been used to create creeds and doctrinal standards.  Theology has been used to define right thinking from wrong thinking.  And theology has been used as a justification to kill.  Theological purity has been used as a standard for church membership, and by seeking to define things very clearly, and not allowing for ambiguity, theology has often been referred to as a blight on true spirituality or a free religion. Yet theology is meant to be the study of God or ultimate things, and in this sense it should be open to diverging views.  Sadly, it usually isn’t. 


Theology will always find itself unwelcomed by some, if not most, in a Unitarian Universalist congregation.  Our congregations usually contain more than a few atheists, agnostics, and secular humanists.  They aren’t terribly interested in having deep discussions about God, Christ, the Holy Spirit, or salvation.  And those that do believe in Gods or Goddesses or Deities might shy away from theological language because their idea of God is vastly different from the traditional western view.


Unitarian Universalist Theology must therefore undergo the same redefining that other words like “religion”, “worship”, “God,” or “prayer” have gone through.  Here’s an example of a broader definition from my theology professor, Dr. Mike Hogue:

Theology is an inherently constructive/normative, critical, practical, comparative inquiry into/about religions and the religious (e.g. binding to and careful reading of the ultimately real, valuable, meaningful)…given this scope, it is a necessarily interdisciplinary discourse, drawing from historical knowledge, philosophical traditions, religions, literature and the arts, and the sciences.


And yes, he always talks like that.  Mike is brilliant, brains literally oozing out his ears, and this is how he usually speaks.  It can be a bit difficult for the rest of us mortals.  Here’s how he breaks down his definition of theology:

Theology is constructive/normative.  This means that theology should be the construction of the way things should be.  


Theology is critical.  Skepticism and doubt are essential.  Challenge your beliefs.


Theology is practical.  It deals with how we should live, in light of what can be know about what is ultimately real, valuable, and meaningful.


Theology is comparative.  It must be inter-religious. It can’t be focused exclusively on one religion. I know from discussions with him that he would include atheists and agnostics in this.

Theology doesn’t stand alone.  It must be in conversation with science, the arts, and philosophy.


To simplify further, theology is the study of how we should live.  In my view, this differs from ethics in that we also acknowledge the possibility of something transcendent in our lives.  Ethics can be purely secular, while theology must include being open to the other-worldy, the divine, the transcendent, the indefinable.  Theology allows for the mystical and the mysterious, but at the same time should be skeptical and questioning.  Theology is open-minded but not credulous.  Theology demands that you think for yourself, and most importantly, that you think!  If you merely absorb and believe what others tell you, you aren’t studying theology, you are being brainwashed.


As I was preparing for this sermon, I read a UU blog that had a posting from Anne (no last name).  Anne proposed that as we contemplate theology, we will develop a set of questions we can ask ourselves.  She proposed these questions for Unitarian Universalists.  I think these questions fit very nicely with Mike’s definition of theology.
How can I develop the courage required of my faith? 
How can I stand up for those who have been wronged?
How can I be a better world citizen?
Who have I helped today?
Who have I hurt today?
What am I doing about the suffering in the world?
Am I actively forgiving?
Am I actively grateful?
Do I have more than I need?
What am I giving to the world?

Naturally, these are suggestions from one individual.  You can add other questions, and discard ones you don’t like.  But the thrust of this type of theology is on how we live, not on what we must believe about God, the divine, the transcendent.  These questions do not ask how God wants us to live.  These questions demand that we examine ourselves, using our reason and our understanding.  We must provide the answers from our deepest innermost being.  No one stands outside us and evaluates.  As the lay minister here, I have no intention of and no desire to evaluate your lives.  What I must do, if I am to do my job properly, is be a source of ideas and hopefully insights for you as you decide how you should live. What you must do, in turn, is think, evaluate, consider, practice, and live the concepts you find reasonable.  Then you share with us, whether from the pulpit, during talkback, or in our Wednesday night discussions or Friday night book studies.

Having laid out a viable Unitarian Universalist definition of theology, I think it fair to say that this church does quite a bit of theology.  I’m not sure what other churches do that causes some to lament a lack of theology in Unitarian Universalism.  I don’t know if this is what they want more of, or if they want more traditional god-theology.  But this I do know.  I have been forced to think through a great many things in the four years I’ve been a Unitarian Universalist.  I’ll be sharing some of that in upcoming sermons.  


This brings me to the final point concerning our theology.  It must be transforming.  It must change us.  Theology should not be mere book-knowledge.  The process of studying, sharing, learning, evaluating, practicing, and living should result in us living diferently.  This does not mean that we are all moving towards the same perfect ideal that some religions establish as our final goal.  But I do believe we are all capable of new insights that will allow us to live better, more lovingly, more caringly, more humanely.  At some point a light bulb may light up over your head, and you will make a change in your lifestyle that has a positive impact on you and those your life touches.  That is why I come here.  I hope it’s at least one reason why you come here.

How does this tie in to pledge Sunday?   Very simple really.  The people of this congregation have demonstrated over the last few years that what we do here is important enough to warrant pledging money.  I’ve never made a big deal about this.  Our needs have always been met, even during a very large growth in our budget over the last three years.  In some churches a committee visits each home during pledge week, as the church struggles to meet its annual pledge goal.  One of my professors said that the minister should know each member’s pledge amount.  I was very surprised by this, and still don’t agree with him on this point.  I don’t know what anyone pledges.  I have never known, and I don’t want to know.  All I know is that each year since we’ve been here, Chuck has laid out a proposed budget, and the congregation has stepped up and met our goal.  

In a theological sense, you have decided that one aspect of how you will live is to attend here and support us financially.  You have made this choice freely, without coercion, without threat of eternal damnation or God’s displeasure.  You have done it because you have thought for yourself, and you have chosen this path. And if this path is relatively new to you, then you could also call it transformative in your life.

Theology can be a tool for oppression, for divisiveness, for moral smugness, for isolation, for building walls between groups.  It has been used this way far too often.  But within Unitarian Universalism, attempts are being made to look at theology differently, in a way that will include both the believer in God, and the atheist, the pagan and the Christian, the humanist and the spiritualist.  Some within our movement despair of ever getting there.  It can be a daunting task.  Yet this work is critical if we are to be a relevant religion, as opposed to a social club or service organization.  It’s exciting to be a part of this.  It’s important to be a part of this.  And for me, and perhaps for you, it’s life-changing.

Amen and blessed be.  
Theology Made Easy
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