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What Do UUs Believe? 
 
Introduction 
Good morning. 
 
In the children’s story we read this morning,1 the people on Mr. Plumbean’s street are kind of like UU’s. What I 
mean is that, like Unitarian Universalists, they are all seekers. Something really deep happens in those late-
night conversations under the palm trees, drinking lemonade. After the conversations, each one of them feels 
free enough and confident enough to express their full colorful selves by decorating their houses in all kinds of 
interesting, non-traditional ways. Do we have any colorful people here? Any interesting, non-traditional 
people here? 
  
Unitarian Universalists, like the people in the book, are diverse. We are diverse theologically: Atheist. Pagan. 
Christian. Buddhist. Jewish. Humanist. Religious naturalist. We’re also diverse in our gender, (not just male or 
female), sexuality, age, race, and background.  All this diversity is great, but it’s also an enormous challenge. If 
we are so different, and believe different things about God, how are we one religion? What unites us?  
 
Seven Principles 
When I became UU about 20 years ago, I immediately latched on to the 7 principles and 6 sources. They are a 
little bit like our ten commandments…but not really, as I will explain. Let’s take a minute to read aloud these 7 
principles, which are printed in your order of service and in the front of our hymnbook. 
 
Responsive reading: 7 principles. 
 

 We, the member congregations of the Unitarian Universalist Association, covenant to affirm and 
promote: 
(1) The inherent worth and dignity of every person; 
(2) Justice, equity, and compassion in human relations; 
(3) Acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth in our congregations; 
(4) A free and responsible search for truth and meaning; 
(5) The right of conscience and the use of the democratic process within our congregations and in 
society at large; 
(6) The goal of world community with peace, liberty, and justice for all; 
(7) Respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part.2 

 
Are these agreeable—do you agree with everything in these statements? Are these sufficient—do these 
statements summarize all of our UU beliefs?  I ask because we can change them if we want, and we have 
changed them in recent years. There is another principle that’s been suggested, an 8th principle. The proposed 
8th principle is: 
 

journeying toward spiritual wholeness by working to build a diverse multicultural Beloved Community 
by our actions that accountably dismantle racism and other oppressions in ourselves and our 
institutions.3 
 



What do you think of that one? It hasn’t been adopted yet, but in coming years we may be voting on whether 
to add that principle to the other 7. Because these are not the 10 commandments coming from God, but a 
set of principles written by people and voted on by committees. 
 
Original 6 Principles (1961) 
By the standards of world religions, Unitarian Universalism is a baby. We were founded in 1961 with the 
merger of two other religions, the Unitarian Church and the Universalist Church. And when the two churches 
were discussing the merger in 1961, there was a lot of haggling over the wording of some kind of statement 
that would summarize what the new merged religion believed. Committees haggled over wording that both 
groups could live with, sometimes until 2:00 in the morning. And this is what they came up with—these were 
the original principles of Unitarian Universalism: 

1. To strengthen one another in a free and disciplined search for truth as the foundation of our religious 
fellowship; 

2. To cherish and spread the universal truths taught by the great prophets and teachers of humanity in 
every age and tradition, immemorially summarized in the Judeo-Christian heritage as love to God and 
love to man; 

3. To affirm, defend and promote the supreme worth of every human personality, the dignity of man, 
and the use of the democratic method in human relationships; 

4. To implement our vision of one world by striving for a world community founded on ideals of 
brotherhood, justice and peace; 

5. To serve the needs of member churches and fellowships, to organize new churches and fellowships, 
and to extend and strengthen liberal religion; 

6. To encourage cooperation with men of good will in every land.4 

As you can see, there was some dated and sexist language here. The myth in 1961 was that when you said 
“brotherhood” or “man” that everyone knew you really meant “everyone” or “all people.” 
 
The current version of the seven principles that we have was adopted in 1984. Much of the revision was about 
updating sexist language; and on de-centering the Judeo-Christian tradition. They achieved that by making a 
whole new section, the sources of our faith. Let’s look at those now. 
 
Six sources 

The living tradition we share draws from many sources: 
[1] Direct experience of that transcending mystery and wonder, affirmed in all cultures, which moves us 
to a renewal of the spirit and an openness to the forces that create and uphold life; 

 
I have to say that I especially love the first source, because it affirms that in this religion, we don’t have to read 
it in a book to know that it’s true. I can have my experience of walking in the woods and connected 
with….”God,” or “Nature,” whatever I want to call it, and that is perfectly valid. The direct experience of 
transcending mystery and wonder. The second source is: 
 

[2] Words and deeds of prophetic women and men which challenge us to confront powers and 
structures of evil with justice, compassion, and the transforming power of love; 
 



We’re going to come back to that one, because that’s the one we voted to change recently. Moving on, the 
other sources are: 
 

[3] Wisdom from the world’s religions which inspires us in our ethical and spiritual life; 
[4] Jewish and Christian teachings which call us to respond to God’s love by loving our neighbors as 
ourselves; 
[5] Humanist teachings which counsel us to heed the guidance of reason and the results of science, and 
warn us against idolatries of the mind and spirit.5 
 

So sources three, four, and five are World Religions, Jewish and Christian Teachings, and Humanist Teachings. 
For a while the sources ended there, but in 1995 a sixth source was added, and it is: 
 

[6] Spiritual teachings of Earth-centered traditions which celebrate the sacred circle of life and instruct 
us to live in harmony with the rhythms of nature.6 

 
A very worthy and important addition, in my opinion. 
 
Bylaws / UUA / GA 
As you can see by now, the principles and sources are not like the ten commandments from God. They can be 
changed, deleted, and added. To change or add to these things is a matter of institutional policy. The UU 
church is an institution. Each individual church has autonomy of our budget and whom we hire as a minister. 
No one from the national office dictates those things for us. AND, if we call ourselves Unitarian Universalist, 
we are part of the national organization called the UUA, which has a national office, a president, a board of 
trustees, a national convention called General Assembly, which is an annual nation-wide conference and 
business meeting. One thing we do there is to debate changes to the bylaws. 
 
The 7 principals and 6 sources are part of the bylaws of the UUA. If you want to change something in there, 
there’s a pretty rigorous process: you have to have a petition and get the support of so many members and 
congregations; it has to be voted on and approved by a two-thirds majority, not once but twice at General 
Assembly.  Congregations send delegates according to their size. This Fellowship is allowed to send two voting 
delegates. Who here has been a voting delegate at General Assembly? I have also, because ministers get to 
vote at GA. I was there in Kansas City, Missouri, in 2018 when we voted to change the wording of the second 
source. 
 
Remember the second source says, “Words and deeds of prophetic women and men which challenge us…” Do 
you see the problem there?  
 
Women and men. We voted to change “women and men” to “people.” 
 
Reasoning: transgender, gender non-binary 
If you had asked me a few years ago, I would have said that “women and men” obviously includes 
everybody….now I realize that it doesn’t. There are transgender people, there are others who don’t identify as 
either male or female—maybe both, maybe neither. Here and in other less prominent places in the UUA’s 
bylaws, we are moving toward non-gendered language. Not his(slash)hers, but theirs. Not women and men, 
but people. 
 
Let me quote two of the people who first sponsored this change: Marcus Fogliano said, “This change in 
language is getting at the heart of gender identity and inviting folks of different identities in our space and in 
our faith,” and Chris Rothbauer said: “It will tell the gender-fabulous children and youth of our movement that 



we will not only shelter them when they need us, but that we need them to enrich this faith and be our 
prophets.”7 
 
Overwhelming approval.  
This resolution passed at General Assembly in 2018 with overwhelming approval. I voted for it. The only 
dissenting voices in the debate were those of old-school feminists. I’m talking women’s lib, 1970’s feminists. 
Do I have any old school feminists here today? My mom is one, and she made me one. They spoke out during 
the debate and said – Words and deeds of prophetic women and men – “women and men,” not “men and 
women!” We fought hard for this language in the bylaws in 1984. This is one of the few places you will ever see 
women come before men…and now you’re going to take that away and make it “people”? 
 
Yes. Yes, we did. 
 
What does this mean? 
What does this mean? To me it means that we are speaking out as a religious movement, as reflected in our 
bylaws, for transgender rights. We are trying to be leaders in battling a form of oppression that’s not even on 
some people’s radar screen yet. And that’s awesome. That’s who we are as UUs.  
 
And as we do that, we must not for one moment think that we are done with battles that we’ve been fighting 
for years against misogyny and patriarchy! It was heartbreaking to see those people at the con microphone at 
General Assembly, those feminists who fight for recognition and dignity of women. We must do both things: 
move forward in welcoming trans people and people of all genders; and we must relentlessly call out 
misogyny and patriarchy in our churches, and in our society. 
 
Conclusion 
The point here is that we make this movement what it is. We say what it is that we believe in, and we decide 
when it’s time to change our stance. The statements that articulate our values are not commandments from 
God; they are sentences crafted by committees and voted on by assemblies. 
 
Barbara Pescan says, “Because of who came before, we are; in spite of their failings, we believe; because of, 
and in spite of the horizons of their vision, we, too, dream.”8 
 
Remember that the neighbors on Mr. Plumbean’s street changed their statement of values too. It went from 
“This is a neat street” at the beginning to “Our street is where we like to be, and it looks like all our dreams.”9 
 
Our values are evolving too. Unitarian Universalism is not today what it was in 1961 when two liberal Christian 
churches merged and haggled over the wording of their shared values. We are not today the same as we were 
in 1984 when the current principles were written, or in 1995 when the 6th source was added.  
 
If you identify yourself as a UU, then your voice is part of the conversation that determines how we will 
articulate our values and our faith in 2020 and beyond. We decide this in community and in loving 
conversation. 
 
I am ready to join you in that conversation, and I will have lemonade with you under the palm trees any time 
you want. 
 
 



1 Pinkwater, Daniel Manus. The Big Orange Splot. New York: Scholastic Inc., 1977. 
2 Unitarian Universalist Association. Singing the Living Tradition. Boston: Beacon Press, 1993. 
3 “Appointment of a study commission to consider adding an 8th principle.” Retrieved at 
https://www.uua.org/sites/live-new.uua.org/files/2017_responsive_8th_principle.pdf 
 
4 “The Six Principles (1961)”. UU World magazine. Retrieved at https://www.uuworld.org/articles/the-uuas-
original-principles-1961 
 
5 Unitarian Universalist Association. Singing the Living Tradition. Boston: Beacon Press, 1993. 
 
6 Unitarian Universalist Association. Singing the Living Tradition. Boston: Beacon Press, 2000. 
 
7 Wiley, Kenny. “Second Source language changed preliminarily at General Assembly 2017.” UU World 
Magazine. Retrieved at https://www.uuworld.org/articles/second-source-changes-ga-2017 
 
8 Pescan, Barbara. Reading #680 in. Singing the Living Tradition. Boston: Beacon Press, 1993. 
 
9 Pinkwater, Daniel Manus. The Big Orange Splot. New York: Scholastic Inc., 1977. 
 

 


