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 Fannie Holmes, the wife of Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes and a Boston 

Brahmin if there ever was one, was once asked why she was a Unitarian and 

replied “why my dear, in Boston everyone has to be something, and Unitarian was 

the least I could be.” 

 But I think she had it wrong.  I think that Unitarian Universalism is not 

smaller or more casual than other religions; I think it is bigger, more 

encompassing and harder to practice. 

  My old car has a bumper sticker which reads, “God is too big to fit into 

any one religion,” and that seems to me to express the spirit of Unitarian 

Universalism, except that we’d probably add, “God, if there is one.” 

 But it is bumper stickers that bring us to our subject today. Bumper 

stickers, by the nature of the medium, impose a discipline on the message even 

more severe than the 140-Character limit of Twitter. 

 I think bumper stickers are a great way to get the word out about anything 

ongoing.  I love to read the bumper stickers of passing cars when traffic is slow 

and try to imagine what the owner fo the car must be like; what they do for fun, 

what magazines they read and particularly, what church they might attend. So 

several months ago I said the Meeting House needed a bumper sticker, but of 

course a first we needed a short-pithy message.  Beth Avery was then a Board of 

Trustees member and she came up with this message which struck me as a good 

one: “Make a UU Turn.”  I now have bumper stickers with this message on my 

new and old cars, and Beth, now President of our congregation, is available to 

take orders to print more for anyone who wants one.   This morning’s reflections 

are devoted to whether this little phrase fits us. 

 We UUs want to cover all bases.  Unitarian Universalists have a passion 

for inclusion.  We never confront an “either/or” without trying to turn it into a 

“both/and.” In embracing Jews and humanists and Christians and atheists and 

pagans and Buddhists, its is small wonder that we develop a chronic identity 

crisis.  For downside of inclusion, is incoherence.  If you try to be all things to all 

people, you might end up being nothing to anybody, a religion which is a mile 

wide and an inch deep and does not answer the deep emotional needs and 

yearnings of real human beings. 

 Yet in our recent survey of the congregation, one of the most interesting 

questions was whether you felt that you understood Unitarian Universalism well 

enough to explain it to someone else.  Over half of you said yes, and you had 

explained it to someone else, and another 25% said you could explain it if you 

needed to.  Now if we got that 40 or 50 of you in a room and asked you each 

individually to explain Unitarian Universalism we’d probably come up with 

widely divergent answers, but that is not as important as the fact that you do have 
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some understanding of it. 

 What, then, might we mean by a UU turn?  To me, it can have several 

meanings.  A U turn is an about face, a 180 degree change of course.  You’re 

heading north by northwest and you make a U turn and then you’re heading south 

by southeast. Maybe a UU turn is two U turns, so that you ended up going the 

same direction you were in the first place. 

 But I don’t think we are principally concerned with geographical 

directions.  A second meaning is the turns in a game: it’s my turn now, my time at 

bat, my chance to score.  For the first fifteen years of my life I was an 

Episcopalian, but then at age 27, I walked into the Unitarian Church of 

Charleston, and since that time it has been Unitarian Universalism’s turn to guide 

my life.  I’ve only gotten deeper into the faith as I played my turn. 

 A third meaning of “turn” is a favor one person does for another: one good 

turn deserves another.  The religions of the world teach that the basis of society is 

what anthropologists call reciprocal altruism.  If everyone pursues only their own 

self-interest, society as a whole does not advance. But if everyone is willing to 

help when the rice paddies need to be drained or the fire needs to be put out, if 

you can put your individual interest aside and work for the common good, 

everyone wins. 

 A fourth meaning of a UU turn which echoes Judaism,  Christianity and 

Islam is repentance.  When our Yom Kippur reading talks about turning, when 

“Simple Gifts” talks about turning, they mean turning away from the course of sin 

or complication, they mean remembering our covenant with the holy, with how 

our lives were supposed to be headed. 

 This was a turn I made in the early 1990s.  I had been involved in many 

movements in the 1960s for social change, against racism and war.  I was sitting 

in the Unitarian Church in Charleston in the early 90s listening to Floy Work give 

a lay sermon.  Floy had started the first homeless shelter in town, and her topic 

was “changing the world.”  She told us, “I’m only going to speak for five minutes 

because the rest of you are going to preach this sermon by telling us how you are 

changing the world.”  I spoke some but realized that “changing the world” had 

been my goal as a younger man but I had lost sight of it in the minutiae or raising 

a family.  It was then that the idea of becoming a minister took hold in me.  

 But if turning means repentance, UU repentance is going to be different 

than classical Christian or Jewish repentance.   

 Jewish repentance is based on remembering the covenant. The book of 

Genesis sets forth several ways in which God is said to have made a covenant 

with the human race or the Jewish people.  The covenant is an agreement that if 

the people stay loyal to God, God will make them prosper and make of them great 

nation.    

As misfortune befalls the Jewish people later on, the prophets arise -- Isaiah, 

Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Amos – to tell the people that they are suffering because 

they have turned away from God and forgotten the covenant.  The turning they 

are supposed to do is back towards God. 

 Jewish law is very strict and complex, and it is inevitable that people run 
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afoul of it even with the best of intentions.  So Jewish ritual incorporates 

atonement.  Ten days after the new year has arrived, one fasts for Yom Kippur, 

and atones to any other person whom one has wronged and atones to God for 

offenses committed against God.  An elaborate procedure is spelled out in the 

Torah for accomplishing this atonement, and it involves, among other animals, 

two goats. One is slaughtered, and the other, Azazel, is driven out into the 

wilderness after the community’s sins against God have been placed on its head.  

That is the scapegoat. 

 The scapegoat is a powerful symbol of how we humans deal with evil.  

The French anthropologist Renee Girard believes the scapegoat mechanism is 

foundational to society, but its workings are hidden.   

 The scapegoat mechanism is well illustrated by the biblical story of Jonah.  

Jonah is chosen by God to go to the city of Nineveh and prophesy in God’s name, 

but he doesn’t want to go.  So he gets on board a ship headed in the opposite 

direction.  God makes a storm come up and the ship is going to be lost.  Under 

fear of losing everything, Jonah confesses to the captain that he is the cause of the 

storm because he has disobeyed God.  Whereupon the sailors throw him 

overboard, and the storm subsides.  The scapegoat mechanism has supposedly 

worked. 

 And humans continue to believe that we can solve problems by identifying 

a bad actor and sacrificing him or her to restore balance.  This carries over into 

Christian thinking. 

 Renee Girard believed that the actual purpose of Jesus’s ministry was to 

expose the scapegoat mechanism as a fraud in order to free humankind from it, 

but his message was misunderstood and in the generations right after his death, 

made to stand for the opposite of what he preached. 

 In this Girard is following right in the footsteps of the closest thing we 

have to a UU saint, Ralph Waldo Emerson.  In the Divinity School Address, 

which I consider scripture, Emerson is quite explicit about how the early church 

got Jesus wrong.   

 For one thing, the Christian idea of original sin makes the whole human 

race the scapegoat for Adam and Eve’s disobedience; St. Augustine was not fazed 

by the thought of billions of souls, including the souls of little babies who died 

days after birth, consumer in torment for all eternity because of that one bite at the 

apple. 

 Fast-forward to the Protestant Reformation. In John Calvin’s world-view, 

retribution was just and God was the author of it.  Calvinism flourished in Europe 

and then was brought to these shores by our Puritan forebears.  They were 

establishing the City of God and thus they had to be particularly vigilant on sin 

within their ranks.  Three teenage boys in the early Massachusetts Bay Colony 

were sent back to England after they had been caught masturbating. Worse 

sentences awaited those women convicted of practicing witchcraft.  According to 

Larry Brown’s fine column in the Cape Cod Times Saturday, the wave of 

witchcraft accusations didn’t come to an end until someone accused the wife of 

the colony’s governor. 
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 Televangelists and other preachers who descend from John Calvin are 

always preaching about turning in the sense of turning away from sin, turning 

towards Jesus.  But in practice they often mean turning away from your fellow 

humans, particularly those who are female, gay, lesbian, transgender, foreign-

born.  Two summers ago I went to the summer service at Oyster Pond led by my 

colleague the pastor of the South Chatham Community Church.  The service was 

about sin, individual sin.  What struck me was that it was designed to make 

people feel bad or maybe to respond to bad feelings about themselves which they 

already carried.   

 I didn’t think that approach would go over well in a UU church.  I try in 

my services to lift people up, to make them feel good about themselves.  Not that 

any of us is without blemish.  My predecessor Peter Fleck, whom we honored at 

our anniversary celebration earlier this month, wrote an great essay called “The 

Blessings of Imperfection,” which gloried in the ways in which the world was 

awry and we were awry within it.  In another essay, Peter Fleck dealt with making 

our peace with our past deeds: 

The memories of negative experiences that shamed or embarrassed me are there, 

as they are in the lives of each and every one of us, unalterably, immutably. There 

is nothing any of us can do about them but accept them, live with them, and 

ultimately cherish them. Yes, cherish them. For lately I have come to believe that 

these negative experiences may be what life is all about, that success is not the 

absence of failure, but the overcoming of failure Not the absence of weakness, but 

the overcoming of weakness. Not the absence of mistakes, but the acceptance of 

mistakes, which means the forgiving of mistakes. For we have the right to make 

mistakes, we are supposed to make mistakes. Things seem to be structured that 

way.”
1
  

 So when the Shakers say, turn turn, they may mean turn away from the 

things of this world, but a UU turn would be a turning towards acceptance of the 

things of this world, its imperfections even the ones in our personal histories. 

 Making a UU turn might mean embracing our whole selves and the whole 

world.  It might mean embracing both Christianity and its historical enemy, 

paganism, or at least some elements of each.  Holding two opposite notions in our 

minds at the same time.  Not just for the fun of it, but because this clashing of 

ideas might be the path to truth. 

 Paganism is on my mind this weekend. The word Halloween comes from 

All Hallow’s Eve, the day before the Christian holiday of All Saint’s Day.  All 

Saint’s Day was set up to remember the martyrs for Christianity in the first and 

second centuries, those brave souls who went willingly to the Roman lions in 

complete confidence that they would wake up in heaven.   

 So this holiest of the holy days follows on the heels of the scariest of the 

scaries.  Halloween is the Christianized name of the Celtic pagan feast of 

Samhain, (pronounced “sow-en”) which was the Celtic New Year.  The Celts 

                                                 
1
4G. Peter Fleck: “Making Our Peace With The Past,” from Come As Your Are: 

Reflections on the Revelations of Everyday Life  
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considered that there were two worlds, one inhabited by the ordinary people and 

the other inhabited by the fairy folk.  The two worlds were normally kept apart by 

a thick veil, but at Samhain it was said that the veils between the worlds was 

thinnest, and this allowed some traffic between the ordinary village and the fairy 

realms. 

 One such Halloween eruption of the fairies is described in the ballad of 

Tam Lin which I read from last night. Tam Lin is a Scottish ballad which takes 

place on Halloween.  It is a love affair between a human woman, Janet, and a 

knight who is being held captive by the fairies.  They have conceived a child, and 

both think it might be a good idea if Tam Lin can be rescued from the clutches of 

the Fairy Queen in order to help Janet raise the bairn.  So he tells Janet how the 

fairy folk will ride through the village on Halloween night, and how she will 

recognize him and pull him off his horse. 

 Tam Lin warns Janet that he will turn in her arms into a lizard, a snake, a 

bear, a lion, a red-hot iron and a glowing coal.  If she can to hold on through all 

this shape-shifting, she gets to keep him. 

 At the climax of the Tam Lin story, it happens just as he predicted, and the 

two lovers are united in the human world.  There is some profound truth in this 

poetry.  The prize we seek, the pearl of great price, the thing worth sacrificing 

everything for, may appear in one shape now, and in another shape at another 

time.  We are all shape shifters. Reality shifts shape. 

 Buddhism, Hindusim, Jainism, Sikhism, the religions which originated on 

the Indian subcontinent, all share a common metaphysic: what we take as reality 

is an illusion.  It is covered by veils and veils of maya, illusion.  We strip away 

one layer and find another layer underneath.  The goal of enlightenment is to see 

things as they really are.  There is much wisdom in this.   

 A UU turn is a turn towards the quest for truth but also a turn towards 

humility in carrying out that quest.  It is a turn away from certainty, a turn away 

from dogmatism, a turn away from complacency.  This is the religion that 

questions all your answers.  We are with Sisyphus, pushing that stone up that hill 

even though we know it will roll right back again. 

 We commit ourselves to the embrace of each person as a being of inherent 

worth and dignity, even though we know that the fight against racism, classism, 

sexism, homophobia and all the other forms of human oppression don’t stay won 

but afford at most temporary victories and that what looks like a victory today 

may change shape and show a shadow side tomorrow. 

 To take a UU turn is to roll up our sleeves and wade enthusiastically into 

the fight for justice knowing that perfect justice can never be obtained.  

 To take a UU turn is to live into the truth that anyone’s beliefs about God 

or salvation or the afterlife are not as important as how that person lives his or her 

life.  To take a UU turn is to know that it doesn’t matter in the long run whether 

one calls oneself a UU or a Roman Catholic or a Jew or a Buddhist or a pagan, 

but whether one lives so as to create ripples of love in the world which will keep 

expanding and touching lives long after we all are gone. 

 Finally, to make a UU turn today is not the same as it was in Fanny 
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Holmes’ day or as it will be in ten more years.  To make a UU turn is to follow 

the path of evolution, to turn, turn as we need to stay on the road, to come round 

right.  We must adapt to changes in the world, for change is the only thing 

constant in life, and while we are nourished by our roots, we need our wings to 

move us forward. 

Amen. 

  

 

Reading:  The Second Coming by William Butler Yeats 

 

Turning and turning in the widening gyre    

The falcon cannot hear the falconer;  

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;  

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,  

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere    

The ceremony of innocence is drowned;  

The best lack all conviction, while the worst    

Are full of passionate intensity.  

 

Surely some revelation is at hand;  

Surely the Second Coming is at hand.    

The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out    

When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi  

Troubles my sight: somewhere in sands of the desert    

A shape with lion body and the head of a man,    

A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun,    

Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it    

Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds.    

The darkness drops again; but now I know    

That twenty centuries of stony sleep  

Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle,    

And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,    

Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?  


