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"If	your	religion	does	not	change	you,	
then	you	had	better	change	your	religion."	

-Elbert	Hubbard 

 
I would be a rich man if I had a dollar for every time someone says one of these three 

statements to me.   Maybe at a dinner party, a wedding reception, a meeting in the 
community, at intermission in the lobby of a theatre, I can almost guarantee that I will hear at 
least one of the trinity of trite and true comments.   They are these: 1) If I went to a church it 
would be a Unitarian Universalist congregation, 2) ,¶YH�DOZD\V�EHHQ�PHDQLQJ�WR�FRPH�WR�D�
service at your church, and 3), the classic, 'I'm not a religious person, but I am spiritual." 

 
I have developed a simple response to the first two statements.  I just smile and tell them 

they'd be welcomed anytime they were able to be among us.  I tell them it's a great 
congregation to be a part of.  They smile, nod, and change the subject. 

 
Now the third statement is another matter.  "I'm not a religious person, but I am spiritual."  I 
smile and I nod.  (You can tell there's lots of smiling and nodding in ministry.)  I try to look 

understanding and empathetic, but what I am really thinking is this:  "Why are you telling me, 
a professionally religious person, that you are not religious?"    I want to ask, and maybe next 

time I will, "would you like some help with that?" 
 

I believe that I understand where this sentiment comes from.  I suspect that there are many 
people here right now that would make the very same claim for themselves.  "Religion" has, 

shall we say, baggage.   Every bad experience anyone has ever had in the institutional 
church is a strike against "religion."  "Religion" oppresses women, conceals the abuse of 
children, foments terrorists, denigrates gay and lesbian people, and as we all know in our 

own culture, produces really bad television.   The anti-authoritarian impulse that is so much a 
part of an individualistic society like ours, distrusts the enterprise of "Religion" in the guise of 

any corporate expression.   Unitarian Universalists have a tendency to distrust our own 
"Religion" whenever it can be traced back to 25 Beacon Street in Boston.   We get our backs 
up��DQG�UHPLQG�HDFK�RWKHU�WKDW�QR�RQH�LV�JRLQJ�WR�WHOO�XV�ZKDW�WR�GR«  Large groups of adults 

become teenagers again when they think that Boston is going to try to pull a fast one on 
XV«  µDevelop a social justice program?¶ �'RQ
W�FRXQW�RQ�LW«��µEstablish guidelines for 

congregations safe from sexual abuse?¶ �+H\��ZH
UH�QRW�&DWKROLFV�\RX�NQRZ«  
 You get the drift. 

 
 



 
Whereas 'spirituality' strikes our ears as a more personal, intimate, and private enterprise.  
The assumption seems to be that, in the case of "religious" people, it is self-evident.  If tried, 
there would be sufficient evidence to convict then on the charge:  check ledgers with 
payments made out to a religious institution, church nametags discovered on the tops of 
bureaus or in the glove compartments of the car, newsletters affixed to refrigerators, coffee 
EUHDWK�RQ�6XQGD\�DIWHUQRRQV«�WKDW�VRUW�RI�WKLQJ�   But spirituality, is practically speaking, 
QRERG\¶V�EXVLQHVV�EXW�RXU�RZQ�   On that, we just have to take each other at our word.  
Generally speaking, religion is most typically viewed as representing a pattern of external 
behaviors; and spirituality is a more interior, more opaque, more individual response to the 
world about us. 
 
 
3OHDVH�GRQ¶W�PLVXQGHUVWDQG�PH���,¶P�QRW�SLFNLQJ�D�ILJKW�ZLWK�VSLUituality as an expression of 
WKH�UHOLJLRXV�LPSXOVH���,�XQGHUVWDQG�P\�RZQ�VHOI�DV�D�µVSLULWXDO¶�SHUVRQ��DQG�KDYH�PDGH�RI�
PDQ\�HOHPHQWV�P\�RZQ�K\EULG�VSLULWXDOLW\���XQLTXHO\�PLQH��GLVWLQJXLVKHG�IURP�DQ\RQH�HOVH¶V���
Part theology.  Part prayer.  Part poetry.  Part personal history.  Part practice.  Part mystery.  
,Q�D�ZRUG��,�DOPRVW�XQGHUVWDQG�P\�³VSLULWXDOLW\´�DV�D�KREE\���,�ZRUN�RQ�LW�ZKHQ�,�FDQ���,�
LPSURYH�LW�ZKHQ�LW¶V�ZHDN���,�WDON�WR�RWKHUV�ZKR�VKDUH�WKH�KREE\���%XW�PRVWO\��,�GR�LW�DORQH���
And if it were VXIILFLHQW��LI�LW�ZHUH�³HQRXJK�´�,�ZRXOGQ¶W�EH�VWDQGLQJ�KHUH� 
 
7KLV�PRUQLQJ¶V�UHIOHFWLRQV�JUHZ�RXW�RI�WZR�WKLQJV�,�UHDG�WKLV�SDVW�VXPPHU���2QH�DQ�LQWHUYLHZ�
with Huston Smith ± scholar of world religions and once a professor at Syracuse ± and the 
other, the newest work by Elaine Pagels on the Gospel of Thomas titled Beyond Belief���,¶OO�
start with Smith and end with Pagels. 
 
,Q�WKH�DUWLFOH��6PLWK�VXJJHVWHG�WKDW�ZKLOH�VSLULWXDOLW\�GRHV�JRRG�LQ�SHRSOH¶V�OLYHV��WKDW�WKH�
damage to the culture comes when spirituality replaces religion as the primary allegiance for 
SHRSOH¶V�VRXOV��DQG�SRVLWLRQ�LWVHOI�DV�VXSHULRU�WR�WKH�HDUWKERXQG�UHDOLWLHV�RI�RUJDQL]HG�
UHOLJLRQV���7R�WLG\�XS�WKH�WUDLQ�RI�WKRXJKW�,¶P�RQ��,�RXJKW�WR�RIIHU�DW�OHDVW�P\�RZQ�JUDVS�RI�WKH�
two principal terms ± Religion and Spirituality.  Spirituality, to me at least, describes a 
sensibility, an attitude, a lens even, through which one views and interprets existence.  I think 
RI�³VSLULWXDOLW\´�DV�D�mode of perception, and thus, it is often qualified by a noXQ���³HDUWK-
EDVHG´�VSLULWXDOLW\��³IHPLQLVW´�VSLULWXDOLW\��³TXHHU´�VSLULWXDOLW\��HWF��HWF���5HOLJLRQ��RQ�WKH�RWKHU�
KDQG��VWHPV�IURP�OLQJXLVWLF�VRXUFHV�IRU�WKH�QRWLRQ�RI�³ELQGLQJ�XS´�RU�³ELQGLQJ�WRJHWKHU�´ 
 
It represents an integration of story and myth, ritual and scripture, sacrifice and service, 
worship and rites of passage.  But perhaps most essentially, it represents the binding 
together of the beloved community ± past present, and future ± merged always in the now.  
2U�WR�SXW�LW�DOO�LQWR�+XVWRQ�6PLWK¶V�beautiful simplicity:  Religion is organized spirituality. 
 
5HOLJLRQ�LV�D�KDUG�VHOO�WR�PDQ\�LQ�WKLV�GD\�DQG�DJH���,W¶V�WKRXJKW�RI�DV�GRJPDWLF�DQG�
moralistic.  Its historical shortcomings are legion:  the Inquisition, the genocide of native 
populations, the negligence of the AIDS crisis, and the silence in the face of the Holocaust.  
Such anecdotal evidence would make organize religion a one-dimensional monster.  But, of 
FRXUVH��LW¶V�PRUH�WKDQ�WKDW��DQG�UHPDLQV�D�FRQVLVWHQW�VRXUFH�RI�VWUHQJWK�DQG�VHUYLFH�LQ�the 
ZRUOG���%XW�ZH�DOO�NQRZ�LW¶V�D�KXPDQ�LQVWLWXWLRQ��DQG�LV�VXEMHFW�WR�HYHU\�IODZ�NQRZ�WR��ZHOO��
mostly men. 
 
 



%XW�ZK\�PRVW�RI�RXU�FRQWHPSRUDULHV�FULWLTXH�RUJDQL]HG�UHOLJLRQ�LV�LWV�RFFDVLRQDO�K\SRFULV\«�
ZKHQ�WKH\�IDLO�WR�³ZDON�WKH�WDON�´�ZKHQ�WKH�HVSRXVHG values seem optional, or are selectively 
HPSOR\HG���,W¶V�D�JUDYH�SUREOHP��EXW�WKH�QDWXUH�RI�UHOLJLRQ�SURYLGHV�DQ�HIIHFWLYH�UHPHG\���$�
community bound together is ultimately accountable to itself.  People can call each other into 
accountability.  It is not easy work ± but look what the laity accomplished in the Boston 
Archdiocese. 
 
7KH�$FKLOOHV�KHHO�RI�³VSLULWXDOLW\´�LV�WKDW�LW�FDQ�GULIW�WRZDUG�QDUFLVVLVP���,W¶V�D�OLWWOH�OLNH�OLYLQJ�LQ�
RQH�RI�WKRVH�OLWWOH�VQRZ�JOREHV���,W¶V�YHU\�SUHWW\���1RWKLQJ�FKDQJHV���7he seal keeps the inside 
DQG�RXWVLGH�IURP�HYHU�PLQJOLQJ���0HDQZKLOH��ZH¶UH�VWLOO�LQ�WKH�FRPSDQ\�RI�ZKDW�+DIL]�FDOOHG�
³WKH�WHQ-WKRXVDQG�LGLRWV�´��$FFRXQWDELOLW\�LV�OLPLWHG�E\�RXU�RZQ�VHOI-awareness and ego.  
There are few forces to bring about balance, no influences demanding a self-connection to 
perceptions that are too narrow, too partial, too restricted.   
 
:KHQ�,�DVN��³,V�6SLULWXDOLW\�(QRXJK"´�LW¶V�QRW�DQ�HLWKHU�RU�TXHVWLRQ���,Q�QR�ZD\�GR�,�ZDQW�WR�
make it seem like we have to choose between our spirituality and our religion.  It is like 
almost everything else in creation, a matter of balance; of creating a conscious blending of 
solitude and community; of reflection and action; of wisdom and of work.  For all it offers me, 
all it has come to mean to me, I know that my spirituality is not enough for me to live a life 
that is whole.  I need to ± with regularity ±�H[SHULHQFH�WKH�³ELQGLQJ�XS�´�WKH�³ELQGLQJ�WRJHWKHU�´�
that me religion gives me. 
 
In community, I am forced to acknowledge all that my spirituality ZRXOG�UDWKHU�IRUJHW��,W¶V�P\�
religion, and not my spirituality, that has the power to make me confront my own limitation, 
my own inconsistencies, my own private hypocrisy ± and change.  My spirituality would 
SUHIHU�RXU�ILUVW�SULQFLSOH�ZDV�³WKH�LQKHUHQW�ZRUWK�DQG�GLJQLW\�RI�SHRSOH�ZKR�WKLQN�OLNH�PH�´��0\�
UHOLJLRQ�GRHVQ¶W�OHW�PH�JHW�DZD\�ZLWK�WKDW«��,W�FDOOV�PH�WR�XSKROG�WKDW�VDPH�HVVHQFH�LQ�HYHU\�
SHUVRQ«�DQG�WR�PHDQ�LW���5HOLJLRQ�LV�KDUG�ZRUN� 
 
,W¶V�P\�YLVLRQ�WKDW�ZH�ZRXOG�ZRUN�WR�PDNH�RXU�UHOLJLRQ��DV�6PLWK put it, and expression of 
organized spirituality ± in which our spiritualities inform our religious practice, and our religion 
is a literal embodiment of our spirituality. 
 
It was not a random choice of those who placed that bomb ± 40 years ago Tuesday ± in the 
stairwell of the 16th St. Baptist church in Birmingham Alabama.  There were dozens of other 
black churches in town.  But the 16th St. Baptist Church was the church where there was 
VRPH�³RUJDQL]HG�VSLULWXDOLW\´�JRLQJ�RQ�LQ�WKH�JUHDW�VWUXJJOH�IRU�FLYLl rights.  It was strong and 
powerful religion working to transform the soul of a nation.  When it was bombed I imagine 
there was for many a spiritual awakening ± but what mobilized for justice was religion.  As 
one elderly woman responded when asked what good she thought she was doing to march, 
VKH�MXVW�VDLG��³0\�IHHW�DUH�SUD\LQJ�´��1RZ�that is organized spirituality.  That is religion. 
 
The Smith interview helped me to understand what I think about the subject.  The Pagels 
book helped me to know what I feel about this collective venture of religion, and its 
embodiment in congregations.  Pagels writes of a time in her life when she was more 
interested in the history of religion than its practice.  She had degrees from Stanford and 
Harvard.  She was a best-sHOOLQJ�DXWKRU���6KH�KDG�D�KXVEDQG�DQG�D�FKLOG���%XW�DW���ò�KHU�VRQ�
was diagnosed with a rare lung disease, one that was invariably fatal.  The next day, she 
went out jogging, and without forethought, found herself standing in the back of a church.  
This is how she described that experience: 
 



Standing in the back of that church, I recognized, uncomfortably, that I 
needed to be there.  Here was a place to weep without imposing tears upon a 
child; and here was a heterogeneous community that had gathered to sing, to 
celebrate, to acknowledge common needs, and to deal with what we cannot 
control or imagine.  Yet the celebration in progress spoke of hope; perhaps 
that is what made the presence of death bearable.  Before that time, I could 
only ward off what I had heard and felt the day before.   
  I returned often to that church, not looking for faith but because, in the 
presence of that worship and the people gathered there ± and in a smaller 
group that met on weekdays in the church basement for mutual 
encouragement ± my defenses fell away, exposing storms of grief and hope.  
In that church I gathered new energy, and resolved, over and over, to face 
whatever awaited us as constructively as possible for Mark, and for the rest of 
us. 
  The details of doctrine seemed to me then to have little to do with 
whatever transactions we were making with one another, with ourselves, and 
± so it was said ± with invisible beings.  I was acutely aware that we met there 
driven by need and desire; yet sometimes I dared hope that such communion 
has the potential to transform us. 
 

+HU�ZRUGV��KHU�VWRU\��UHPLQGHG�PH�RI�WKH�³ELQGLQJ�WRJHWKHU´�WKDW�KDSSHQV�ZKHQ�UHOLJLRXV�
community forms.  It feeds us in way our solitary spirituality cannot.  It is here we come, 
sometimes to simply be in the�SUHVHQFH�RI�D�³JUHDW�FORXG�RI�ZLWQHVVHV´�WKDW�KDYH�JDWKHUHG�LQ�
this place seeking understanding, belonging, strength, and courage.   
 

We sit here with those both present and absent, 
who here have grieved, who here have summoned courage, 

who here have experience grace, who here have silently borne unspeakable loss, 
who here have witnessed the holy, 

who here have been forgiven and found it in themselves to be forgiving, 
who have here learned to recognize the touch of the hand of God. 

 
Some days we arrive in need.  Some days we arrive able to give.  But every time we gather 
here, there is someone like Pagels in a pew towards the back, watching us closely.  There is 
always someone standing at some distance, needing us, really needing us, to be here, as 
religious people, to help carry them across to the other side of their struggles.  And most of 
WKH�WLPH��ZH�QHYHU�NQRZ�LW¶V�JRLQJ�RQ�DPRQJ�XV��� 
 
6HH�\RX�QH[W�ZHHN« 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 


