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INTRODUCTION

We have a tradition in our house around Christmas time. Each year, my wife Claudia and I watch the film It’s a Wonderful Life starring James Stewart and Donna Reed.


‘For those of you who aren’t familiar, it is the story of George Bailey, who spent his entire life giving up his big dreams for the good of his town, Bedford Falls, with his philanthropic Baileys Building and Loan. It is Christmas Eve and George is broke and suicidal because of a misplaced loan payment and the machinations of the rich local banker who not only has secretly found the money but uses the loss against George, threatening to claim his business if he doesn’t pay up.’ 


‘George contemplates throwing himself off a bridge feeling like his life hasn’t made any difference when Clarence, an angel appears. George laments that his life has come to nothing that it would have been better for him never to be born.’ Clarence is determined to help George not only because that is what angels do, but because Clarence needs one more good deed to get his wings. ‘Clarence takes George into the world as it would have been if he had never lived, and he watches one by one how the lives of all sorts of people, and indeed the spirit of the entire town, have suffered greatly without his presence.’ I will stop here not giving away the ending. ‘If you aren’t familiar with the movie, rent it. It’s a wonderful movie entitled It’s a Wonderful Life.’

So what does this film have to do with Association Sunday? ‘This morning, as I share about our Association of Unitarian Universalist congregations, as I share about the organization part of our religious tradition, my message is simply this: It’s a Wonderful Faith. It’s a Wonderful Association.’

But like George Bailey in the film, when the pressures of running a congregation day to day mount and it is time for the congregations to pay its voluntary fair share contribution, it is easy to think that there is not a lot to be thankful to UUA for. It is easy to think of UUA as “those people” and the congregations as “us.” It is natural to think that way if you come from a religious tradition that is governed by a religious hierarchy of ministers or priests and bishops. 


But I have news for you: we UUs have a very different way of doing church. There is no higher authority for UU church on Earth than the individual congregation. So I have to say concerning the larger Unitarian Universalist Association, I have met “those people” and they are us. And there is much good we do together. 

OVERCOMING THE DISCOMFORT

Counting the congregations I have served while a student and intern minister prior to my ordination, I have served 10 congregations now in some ministerial capacity. All but one of those congregations were affiliated with the Unitarian Universalist Association. Most of those Unitarian Universalist congregations had some degree of discomfort with the UUA. 


I think this discomfort comes from two reasons. The first is that the free thinking individuals that come into UU congregations, and the second is a misunderstanding of the power and influence of the UUA over congregations. We free-thinking UUs tend to be strong individualists with a deep seated suspicion of authority, and at times with good reason. This suspicion often is directed towards those who would try to tell us what to do. These sentiments are not as strongly held here at Hopedale Unitarian Parish. ‘But there are those lone ranger UU types who wonder why we have to pay for the association and think that they should be paying to help us. If we have to cut something from the budget, our dues to the UUA should be the first to go.’ I have heard that argument often. 


The second reason for this discomfort is more from a misunderstanding about the power of UUA to influence congregations. Most UUs come from other faiths or no faith. People bring attitudes about denominations and hierarchical church structures with them when they join UU churches. Most other churches have a strong central authority that governs the individual congregations, owns church property, ordains clergy, establishes church budgets, and most important tells the members what to believe in matters of religion and social values. Most UUs have left these churches for the straight forward reasons of first that they tell you what to believe and don’t involve the members in important decisions about the congregation.


The UUA is not a denomination. It is an association of congregations. The UUA has no real power over UU congregations. The UUA can’t ordain clergy, it doesn’t own any churches, it can’t force churches to adopt certain policies, and it can’t control church finances. UU congregations are autonomous and self-governing but they are not independent, unaffiliated congregations. To be a UU congregation, you need to be affiliated with the Unitarian Universalist Association of Congregations.  It is an aligned group of congregations that have come together to promote liberal religion in the traditions of those grand old traditions of Unitarianism and Universalism which in a shorten version–Unitarianism says that God is One, and Universalism says that God is Love. 

WHAT-IF THERE WERE NO UUA

 Let’s imagine that Clarence the angel from It’s a Wonderful Life is with us and he is trying to help George Bailey who is despairing about the UUA and wants to throw it over the bridge into the icy water. So let’s take a walk down the streets of UUville without a UUA–as if it had never been born 50 years ago from the American Unitarian Association and the Universalist Church of America. It’s not Christmas Eve as it is in It’s a Wonderful Life; it’s a typical Sunday Morning in UUville except it is not UUville anymore–because there is no UUA. The town is now changed to Sameville–where everything is the same. 


Imagine that Clarence the Angel is leading us down the street of Sameville along with George Bailey who just tried to throw the UUA over the bridge. But everything changed because there has never been a UUA. While we walk by the local church, the hymn music we hear is pretty much all the same–mostly from dead, white composers who lived 200 years ago. There is no Singing the Living Tradition hymnal, no uplifting liberal religious songs like “Spirit of Life,” ‘no way to pass on the great songs that emerge among us religious liberals; instead they sing only campfire songs and hymns of other traditions’ and from that dreary 1939 red Unitarian hymnal. Only these are available. There is nothing wrong with these, but it could have been so much better if there had been a UUA.


Continuing our walk down the streets of Sameville, Clarence points out that a lot of young families are at home on Sunday morning. These parents wanted their children to be educated in religions, but in Sameville all of the churches pretty much tell their children that there is only one way to believe and that is the way that the bishops and church leaders at the denominational headquarters tell them to believe.. So these parents keep their children at home.


 The one struggling liberal church in Sameville has to wing it all the time because, without the Unitarian Universalist Association, there is no curricula for religious education that are written by other liberal congregations, and  tested in many others before they are published.


Clarence mentions that when it comes to sex education in Sameville, the children are left in ignorance or learn about sex through dirty jokes, locker room talk, and gossip. They don’t learn about responsible decision-making about sexuality and the range of normal, healthy human sexual expression. You see there is no “Our Whole Lives” sex-ed curriculum for children and youth about how to treat sexuality in a healthy manner. 


As we turn the corner we encounter a middle aged man working in his yard, Clarence says, “I want to introduce you to the local minister of Sameville’s liberal church–Rev. Frus Tration.”


Clarence asks the minister, “Rev. Frus, What is the biggest challenge that you face in your church.” “Oh,” Rev. Frus responds, “there are many things. We seem to have to do everything from scratch. It’s like we are creating the wheel over again in everything we do. I notice that I can’t talk about Christianity without people having some negative reactions and arguing all the time.” 


Clarence turns to the UUA skeptic George Bailey and says, “The reason for this, George, is that there are no adult curricula like “Building Your Own Theology” ‘that helps adults overcome the religious baggage of their pasts,’ and provide new ways of articulating their own religious beliefs that make sense to them.’”


Clarence says, “There are also ‘no Unitarian Universalist seminaries, no leadership schools to send lay leaders, no district or regional gatherings to learn from one another.”” 


Rev. Frus chimes in, “You are right Clarence. We are pretty much on our own when it comes to figuring things out.”


Clarence says, “Yes and when a church comes to calling a minister. It is pretty much hit and miss. You see there is no guidance on how to successfully find a minister based on years of experience. Without the UUA, 

there is ‘no system that fosters communication between religiously liberal congregations in search of a minister and those religiously liberal ministers in search of a congregation.’ There is ‘no vetting system to affirm qualified candidates for the ministry and’ weed out those not competent or ready to serve liberal religious churches..”


“Believe me,” says Rev. Frus, “I could tell you some horror stories in that regard.” 
THE LARGER UU INFLUENCE
Clarence says, “We have just been talking just the local influences on Sameville. There is a bigger picture too. Do you remember the Pentagon Papers.” 


“Sure,” says George, “They were a secret government study about the US involvement in Viet Nam. They showed that the US government had consistently lied to the public about its intentions and involvement in Viet Nam.”


“Did you know,” Clarence says, “that no publishing house in the US would publish the Pentagon Papers because they were afraid of criminal charges being brought by the US government? So they never got published except a few photocopies were circulated. That is because the UUA’s Beacon Press never existed to stand up against the FBI and the US Justice Department and demand freedom of the press and religious liberty and publish the papers. Also without Beacon Press, there were fewer places to publish books on black social criticism of the US, fewer places to publish feminist writings,”

Clarence continues, “Without the UUA, gay rights was not advanced. There was never the challenge of the Massachusetts marriage laws and the decision of the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court to allow same sex marriages. The moral and religious support of the UUA was not present to create the conditions for supporting those who filed the suit. Did you know,” Clarence asks, “that in your world, seven of the 14 that filed the suit were UUs?”


“No I didn’t,” says George Bailey.


“In this world without the UUA,” Clarence says, “It just didn’t happen because there was no UUA to take up the cause of gay rights.”


“Oh,” Clarence asks, “You know the Voting Rights Act of 1965? In this world, it is really the Voting Rights Act of 1975. It took ten more years to assure that blacks and other minorities had equal access to voting. You see there was no UUA presence in Selma in 1965. The Rev. James Reeb, a UU minister, was not there to put his life on the line for equal rights. In your world of UUville, Rev. Reeb was beaten by segregationists and died. As a result of this tragedy, the nation was outraged, and within days of Rev. Reeb’s death President Johnson delivered the Voting Rights Act to congress, but that didn’t happen in this world of Sameville without the UUA. It took ten years longer.”


“You see,” Clarence says, “Without the Unitarian Universalist Association, a whole lot of thoughtful people are adrift, alone, and without a community with which to pursue spiritual growth, personal transformation, and be a part of the change they want to see in the world. Many scientists cannot find a religious home because in the world of Sameville they are told to check the scientific facts at the church door. In the world of Sameville, ‘many religiously mixed marriages are without a spiritual community they can share, many free spirits and artists are without a community of faith, many wandering people for whom the traditional notions of God and belief simply are unsatisfying but who long for connection, spiritual growth, and community.’ have been cast adrift.”

CONCLUSION
George Bailey, started to see the light, “I see what you are saying,” he says to Clarence. “But I still don’t agree with everything the UUA does.” 

“Do you agree with everything the US government does?” asks Clarence. “And yet you have not left the US and you pay your taxes. The same of true for the UUA–you stay connected and engaged and try to change the things that you don’t like and you support the larger purpose of the organization.”

“Yes,” says George Bailey, “I can truly see that it is a wonderful faith; it’s a wonderful association.!” With that, Sameville became UUville again. And George went home to his family and made plans to attend Association Sunday the UUville UU church and give generously to support the UUA.

The Unitarian Universalist Association is the tie that binds us together as a faith. We need a strong UU Association to make this and every other UU congregation stronger. So give generously to UUA if you haven’t already. With every one of your contributions, Clarence gets closer to getting his wings.. <ring a bell> In a world without end.  Amen.

[Note: I am indebted to Rev. Alan Taylor from whose May 2009 sermon on Association Sunday I quoted liberally (see single quotation marks) and whose idea it was to apply the film It’s a Wonderful Life to Association Sunday.]

� See note of acknowledgement to Rev. Alan Taylor at end of this sermon.





