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As a child I attended the Unitarian Church in Phoenix, Arizona. However, one year, when the 

Unitarians were in disarray, my parents decided to try the United Church of Christ. I have fond 

memories of the UCC church school.  I remember the Family Sunday when we were all in the 

large modern A frame sanctuary of the church. That day the sermon was interrupted when an 

eight-foot high heavy wooden cross broke off the wall behind the pulpit. It fell straight down, 

landing on and crushing a table below it.  For a child it was a great show with the loud sounds of 

cracking wood and a gigantic bang when the cross hit the table.  

 

Most of the United Church of Christ services were not as interesting, and after a year my parents 

took me back to the Unitarian church, where we stayed, and where I grew up.   

 

In the 1960s in Unitarian Universalist Sunday School, I took a class based on a book called The 

Church Across the Street1 originally written in 1947.  The teachers planned the class so that we 

students would study the church we were to visit one week and then visit a service in that church 

the next week. Today in this congregation we have a similar class for sixth graders that we call 

“A Growing-up Year.” Part of the growing up year class involves exploring other faith 

communities in the Sarasota area, discovering similarities and differences to our own.  

 

Today what has stayed with me from that the Church Across the Street class was the importance 

of respect for other faith communities. We were to wear appropriate clothing, we were to sit still 

during the service, and we were not to make inappropriate noises. Although we might not agree 

with everything they believed, our teachers taught us that we were to show respect for the 

religion of other people. Although we might not agree with everything they believed, if we 

opened our hearts and our minds, we could learn from the truths of other religions and recognize 

the common humanity that we shared with people of other religious faiths.  

  

My Church Across the Street class included a visit to a Roman Catholic Church, which helped 

me understand a little about Roman Catholic worship. However, as a religious liberal I had a 

hard time believing that I could learn anything from the Catholics. I was able to sustain this view 

until I was eighteen and took the Philosophy 101 class in college from Dr. Sullivan, a former 

Jesuit Priest. He had served as a priest working with the poor in South America for many years. 

He had fallen in love with a nun, and they had received special permission from the Pope to 

leave their religious orders and marry, while remaining Roman Catholic. One day Dr. Sullivan 

came to class and said, “My first child has been born. A beautiful healthy baby. I want to bring 

the baby to class one day and have us all just sit and look at it! That would be the philosophy 

lesson for the day!” Dr. Sullivan did not actually do this, but because he was an excellent 

teacher, my prejudices about Roman Catholics melted away. Still, today I admire the work of 

Roman Catholic scholars.  

                                                 
1http://www.archive.org/stream/churchacrossthes027817mbp/churchacrossthes027817mb

p_djvu.txt  
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The Episcopalian Church was another of the churches that we studied in the Church Across the 

Street class. Years later I visited Grace Cathedral in San Francisco and the Washington National 

Cathedral. I loved the high ceilings and the stained glass windows. I learned that worship in the 

Episcopal Church is based on the Book of Common Prayer, which gives worship a familiar feel. 

The congregation follows service forms and prays from texts that do not change greatly from 

week to week during a season of the year. The goal is to comfort the worshipers by giving the 

service a stable and familiar feel. I admire the liturgy of the Episcopal worship service. 

 

The Methodist Church that my Church Across the Street class visited was actually just down the 

street from the Unitarian Church. I remember they had a lovely bridge across a dried creek bed 

that people walked across to enter the church. It was a beautiful bridge, and as a child I felt some 

envy that my church did not have such a beautiful bridge. Later as an adult I discovered that 

often the best experts in how to organize a church are Methodist. Former Methodists who join 

our church often bring good church management skills. It is not an accident that John Shafer, the 

man who organized us in the 1990s to convert the parsonage into the chalice house, was a former 

Methodist minister. I admire the way Methodists do church.   

          

The Jewish Synagogue was another of the religions we visited in the Church Across the Street 

class. Later as an undergraduate I attempted to read everything written by or about the Jewish 

Philosopher Martin Buber.  I read his 1922 I and Thou. Because this Jewish philosopher gave me 

a framework to understand human relations, I admire Jewish philosophy. 

  

My Church Across the Street class did not include a visit to a Mennonite Church, but my 

grandparents had raised my mother a Mennonite, and as a young child I had attended worship 

services in a Mennonite Church when I had visited the small town where my mother grew up. 

While Mennonites are not perfect, like the Amish, they are especially good at creating close-knit 

caring communities. The Amish in Pennsylvania have community barn raising parties. In the 

same way the Mennonites in my mother's hometown in Idaho had potato harvesting parties. 

School was closed and all the students and teachers and even the minister of the church went out 

in the field to help with the potatoes. I admire the strong community created by the Mennonite 

Church.  

 

My first congregation as a minister was in Lexington, Kentucky. Southern Baptist Churches 

surrounded me. This was a denomination we had not visited in the Church Across the Street 

class. Coming from a liberal religious background, I assumed that all Southern Baptists were 

right-wing conservative Christians who would never treat me with respect. But then I got a letter 

from the minister of one of the Southern Baptist churches in the city.  He invited me to work 

with him on a civil rights issue, the problem of housing discrimination. We went to many 

meetings and we became good friends. I admired that progressive, liberal Southern Baptist 

minister.  

 

As a child I was encouraged to open my heart and my mind, and learn from the wisdom of other 

religions. Because of this teaching, Buddhist writings on meditation have enriched my life, as 

well as Hindu writings about nonviolence and wonderful poetry from the Islamic tradition. 
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Quakers have taught me about the value of silence in worship. Presbyterians have taught me 

about the strong influence they played in the creation of the Declaration of Independence. 

Evangelical Christians have reminded me of the Biblical basis for speaking out against Global 

Warming. They have argued that God commissioned human beings to exercise responsible 

stewardship over the earth and its creatures. 

 

However, I have remained a Unitarian Universalist because we are unique and special in our 

approach to religion. I heard a clear statement of what makes Unitarian Universalists different 

from other religious groups back in February of 1975. I was twenty-four years old, and I was a 

first-year graduate student, living in Berkeley, studying to become a Unitarian Universalist 

minister. One Sunday I attended the worship service at the San Francisco Unitarian Church. In 

the sermon the minister said: 

 

“It is not possible for a particular religion to be all things to all people.” This is an important rule.  

 

Next he said something like this: 

 

$ We can strive for a classical liturgy, but we will never match the Episcopalians.  

 

$ We can strive for a closer community, but we will never match the Amish or the 

Mennonites. 

 

$ We can strive for more service to humanity, but we will never match the Salvation Army. 

 

$ We can strive for more emotional content, but we will never match the Pentecostal 

Christians. 

 

“While there is the possibility of improvement in almost every realm, it is only in the application 

of reason that we have truly excelled. It is our distinctive strength in religion. It is our major 

contribution to the world. We need not apologize to anyone.” 

 

I have never forgotten those words. New people visit our church every week. Often they ask 

“what makes Unitarian Universalists different from other religious groups?” Often I answer: Our 

use of logic and the scientific method makes Unitarian Universalists different from other 

religious groups. When others invite us to take something on faith, we want to know if the faith 

statement is consistent with what we know about the world. Is it probable, based on our own 

experience? 

 

Of course, sometimes people who are visiting our church may be in a crisis in their lives. 

Something has happened. It could be illness, or unemployment, or family troubles, or something 

else.  An event has occurred in their life. Instead of staying home Sunday morning they have 

come here. For some reason they have picked us over all the other religious communities in the 

area.  Feeling a spiritual emptiness, they have come to us to see what we have to offer.  
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So I do not just say “the use of reason is what makes us distinct among religious groups,” and 

stop. I go on to say:  

 

The purpose of this religious community is to learn how to love each other and to 

learn how to love the earth. We gather here to learn to love each other, to learn to 

love others and to learn to love this planet and all its creatures. Reason is the tool 

we use to pursue our goal. 

 

Our use of reason has often meant that we have been in the forefront of efforts to learn to love.  

 

$ With the Quakers, we were the first religious organization to urge that slavery be 

abolished.  

 

$ With the Congregational church, we were the first religious organization to ordain a 

woman.  

 

$ With our Christian and Jewish friends, we were leaders of the civil rights movement in 

the 1950s and 1960s.  

 

$ Today with other progressive people we are leaders in the effort to make same sex-

marriage legal in all the United States.  

 

Using her reason and her love, back in 1947 the religious educator Sophia Fahs created a Sunday 

School Class for Unitarian Children called The Church Across the Street. She wanted children to 

learn how to treat people of other religions with love and respect. We continue this practice 

today as our six graders in our Growing-up Year class have field trips to other congregations. 

They are using their reason to learn how to love people who have different beliefs.  

 

I know of no other religious denomination that does this with their children.  Organized groups 

of Catholic, Baptist, Jewish, Buddhist, or Muslim children do not visit to attend our services and 

learn more about Unitarian Universalism.  

 

What we do is very special, very unusual. Our reason and our love have led us to this radical 

approach to religious education. If we are to live together in peace, if we are ever to end religious 

wars between people, then we need to take our children to visit other religions and teach them to 

treat others with love and with respect. This is a powerful example of how we are different from 

other religions.  

This is the religious tradition that we have inherited and that we hand down to our children. 

 

I feel pride in being a Unitarian Universalist.  

I am proud to be a Unitarian Universalist minister.  

And I am honored to be a member of this congregation.  


