Soul Answering to Soul
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October 29, 2006
Lyn Cox

“Ring!”

Before the phone had finished the first ring I had rolled out of bed, my
bare feet landing on the hardwood floor. I wasn’t completely awake by the
time the phone reached my ear. My partner’s sister was on the other end of
the line.

“A plane crashed into the Twin Towers. Our country is at war or
something.”

I don’t remember what else she said, or what I might have said back
to her. What I remember is looking out the window at San Francisco’s early
morning mist, very far away from the East Coast and family and home.

I went into the kitchen and started making a big pot of oatmeal. We
had a house guest that week, a friend who had recently re-embraced the
conservative religious tradition of his childhood. We listened to National
Public Radio over breakfast. Between segments, they played an
instrumental arrangement of “Abide With Me.” 1 got out my Unitarian
Universalist hymnal, my friend got out his hymnal, and we compared notes.
For this one song, our hymnals matched. This one hymn of comfort and
solace was common ground between our traditions.

Even though oatmeal and friendship were good first steps, I knew that
I needed Unitarian Universalist community that day, the day we now call
9/11. T had a couple of choices. My “home church,” the place where I had
learned how to be a Unitarian Universalist, was about an hour away by car.

The UU church in San Francisco was reachable by bus. My comrade
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Unitarian Universalist students were on the other side of the San Francisco
Bay, with either a bridge or an underground subway tunnel between us. [
decided to risk traveling across the water in order to be with the other UU
students.

We gathered for worship. A visiting faculty member preached a
sermon about finding purpose in the midst of disaster. My academic advisor
made time for me. Students huddled in small groups, speaking in hushed
tones throughout the day. I don’t think it was possible to feel safe that day,
but being at school among Unitarian Universalist students and mentors felt
like a sanctuary. If anything else bad was going to happen, these were the
people I wanted to be around when it happened.

I’ve been thinking about Unitarian Universalist Campus Ministry
lately, and I’ve come up with some thoughts about why I chose to be with
UU students in those hours of anxiety and despair. In my case, [ was
studying for the ministry, yet I suspect some of the same things were true for
UU students of other disciplines.

Being with UU students was important because I wanted to be in a
community of people at the precipice of vocation. Because we were already
in the process of discerning the directions of our lives, September 11 had
layers of meaning that were particular to UU students. My classroom
learning was inseparably linked to my spiritual growth. I needed the
academic faith context to help me make religious meaning out of an
unfathomable event. Being with Unitarian Universalist faculty and mentors
meant that someone heard my questions without rushing to provide answers.
Most of all, I needed the company of folks who knew me from study and

struggle and reflection.
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Unitarian Universalist Young Adult and Campus Ministries matter.
They matter to me. They matter to the students and Young Adults just
starting out. They matter to the congregations who support Campus and
Young Adult ministries. After spending the weekend here, it is evident that
Young Adult and Campus Ministries matter to you at this Fellowship.

This morning, let’s spend a little time reflecting on Young Adult and
Campus Ministry. In honor of this season of All Hallows Eve and All Souls
Day, I’d like to invoke our Unitarian Universalist ancestors as we discuss (1)
why our ministries with students and Young Adults are important, (2) why
in particular Unitarian Universalism is so crucial for Young Adults and
Campus Ministries, and (3) why reaching out with Young Adult and
Campus Ministry brings vitality to UU congregations and the Unitarian
Universalist movement as a whole.

Our ministries with Young Adults and students are part of a general
mission of justice, equity, and compassion. All of our ministries to and with
each other affirm and celebrate life. Sunday morning hospitality ministries,
visiting elders, teaching Religious Education, all of the ways that Unitarian
Universalists care for one another and the world make a difference. By
highlighting the promise and power of Young Adult and Campus Ministries,
I hope to place them in the context of worthy activities, not to devalue all

other ways of living out a Unitarian Universalist faith.

Why Young Adult & Campus Ministry

I believe that the purpose of Unitarian Universalist congregations is to
save lives. That’s why we feed the hungry, speak out for Darfur, teach Our
Whole Lives, and gather for spiritually sustaining worship. As part of that
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larger vision, I believe the purpose of Young Adult and Campus Ministry is
to save lives. And Young Adult lives do need saving.

You probably already know from personal experience and from the
experience of loved ones the power and peril of young adulthood. For UU
purposes, a Young Adult is someone between the ages of 18 and 35. Please
indulge me in an exercise that shows what we already know about young
adulthood. I’m going to name some situations. If the situation applies to
you, I invite you to raise a hand or stand up or somehow make yourself
known. If it applies to you, but the situation is too tender to identify, please
allow us to hold you in love and stillness. Are you ready? Between the ages
of 18 and 35, did you or do you ...

= Rethink your theology (your ideas about god & humanity’s place in
the universe)

= Choose a vocation

= Contemplate your own or your partner’s potential military service

= Come to a new understanding of your sexual orientation or gender
identity

= Make a decision about a life partnership

= Move more than twice in a 12-month period

= Make a decision about having or adopting a child

= Cope with the death or serious illness of a parent

Young Adulthood is a turbulent time. The big questions that come up
during those years have serious religious implications. I don’t want anybody
to have to wrestle with these questions alone. It behooves us to follow your
example at the Fellowship, to reach out to students and Young Adults, and to

stretch our ideas of what UU community can be.
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The questions I named can cause a feeling of isolation for those who
are engaging them. These are consuming questions that make religious
community at once harder to reach yet more important. That feeling of
isolation can lead to risky or self-destructive behavior as the seeker puts
embodiment on the line to test the limits of being human. For example,
some say that Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, and Transgender young people are
three times more likely to attempt suicide as straight young people.
Considering how many people come out of the closet in their late teens or
early 20s, we can see how an accepting religious community can be literally
life saving for students and Young Adults.

Young Adults and students of all backgrounds need the
compassionate yet non-directive outreach of developmentally appropriate
ministries. Another reason to do Young Adult and Campus Ministry is out
of respect for the people who have recently been in our Religious Education
and youth programs. We want to do right by them. We want them to
continue to teach us what it means to be Unitarian Universalists, so it’s a

good idea to create ways for them to stay involved as they reach young

adulthood.

Why Unitarian Universalism

The need for support and compassion for students and Young Adults
is part of the picture. I think that Unitarian Universalism in particular has
something to offer during these turbulent years. A period in life of big
questions deserves a religious tradition of big questions. Our Unitarian
Universalist Principles promote acceptance of one another and
encouragement to spiritual growth. We come together to support each

other’s free and responsible search for truth and meaning. We are bound
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together in a common quest and to work together for justice, equity, and
compassion. Unitarian Universalism does not provide easy answers, but it
does provide a great place for questions.

Here at the UU Fellowship, you show your respect for questions.
Small group ministries invite discussion without forcing conclusions. Your
worship calendar includes Soulful Sundown contemporary worship, Family
Worship, and vespers on Wonderful Soulful Wednesdays. The Campus
Ministry group you sponsor spends most of its meeting time on open
questions, creating a circle of support for exploration.

This is exactly what students and Young Adults need. Young
Adulthood and education spark questions that demand a lot of both
intellectual thought and spiritual reflection. People need a place that’s safe
enough to try out challenging ideas, and a place where it’s safe to not have it
all figured out just yet. Unitarian Universalist communities are uniquely
positioned to stay in relationship with students and Young Adults through a
dizzying series of changes in identity and theology.

There was once a young student named Michael Servetus who found
out what it meant for education to impact acceptance in the religious
community. It was the 16™ century. Servetus’ journey of heresy started
because of education. He learned Latin, Greek, and Hebrew, which enabled
him to read the Bible for himself. He didn’t find the Trinity in scripture.
During law school in 1526, he was suspected of participating in secret
Protestant meetings.

In 1531 he published a book called “On The Errors of the Trinity.”
The book got such rave reviews he was forced to go into hiding under an
assumed name for over 20 years. He came out of hiding for one more book,

“The Restitution of Christianity,” in 1553. This time, he was burned in
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effigy by Catholics in June. On October 27, 1553, Michael Servetus was
burned at the stake by order of John Calvin in Geneva. The controversy
over Servetus’ writings and over his execution provided fodder and a
rallying point for Protestant reformers with Unitarian leanings.

You may have heard the story of Michael Servetus before. The point
I want to emphasize here is that the experience of academic education is
what sparked Servetus’ religious questions. If he did attend secret heretical
Protestant meetings in law school, I imagine that this proto-campus ministry
group helped him to articulate the ideas he wrote about in his first book.
Without the student group, he experienced hiding his identity, both Catholic
and Protestant heresy trials, and death on the stake. Unitarian Universalist
Young Adult and Campus Ministry provides a safe place for questions and
ideas, so that new academic learning and subsequent spiritual awakening
don’t have to lead to persecution and isolation. Like I said, it’s the season of
All Souls, so let’s learn from our ancestors.

Why Sponsorship

I’ve talked about why ministries with students and Young Adults save
lives. I’ve talked about why Unitarian Universalism is uniquely suited to
those ministries. Before I close I’d like to touch on how it benefits
congregations like this one to be actively involved in supporting Unitarian
Universalist Young Adult and Campus Ministries.

As I mentioned a little while ago, our UU Principles promote
acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth. I have
seen how forming a diverse religious community is part of that
encouragement. Acceptance provides the safe space. Diversity (like age)
provides the impetus to spiritual growth. We need both the safe space, with

its stability and comfort, and the challenge, including some discomfort,
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awkwardness and difficulty, in order to nurture each other’s spiritual growth.
Linking Young Adult and Campus Ministries with all of the other ministries
of a congregation is part of both the comfort and the challenge.

There is a beautiful tension between heritage and innovation that
supports theological high wire acrobatics in Unitarian Universalism. The
creative spirituality in our movement is fed both by the traditions and
institutions that have been entrusted to us and by the freedom to express
anew for every person and for every generation what it means to be a
Unitarian Universalist. Tradition provides the boat that we can travel in
together. Freedom to explore puts wind in the sails so that we can move
forward.

I believe that people of all ages hold both the memory and creativity
that we need for our journey together. I also believe that students and
Young Adults have a particular ability to articulate the possibilities on the
horizon, to urge religious communities on to continued relevance. This has
been true for many generations of Unitarians and Universalists and Unitarian
Universalists.

In 1838, a radical 35-year-old minister sounded a call of reform to the
young people graduating from Harvard Divinity School. Ralph Waldo
Emerson said to them, “It is time that this ill-suppressed murmur of all
thoughtful men against the famine in our churches ... should be heard
through the sleep of indolence, and over the din of routine.”

Emerson roundly criticized stiff and formal expressions of worship,
calling for a renewal of faith in the divinity of human experience. Holy
cow! His call to action did not make him popular among some of the more
established Unitarians at the time. It’s ironic that his advice to draw from

the freshness and spontaneity of the holy in everyday human experience has
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become part of our institutional canon, almost Unitarian Universalist
scripture.

Of course Emerson wasn’t the last person to ignite growth and change
in Unitarian Universalism. Liberal religion in the 1830s was different from
liberal religion in the 1860s, when the Universalists ordained Olympia
Brown. Both of them were old news by the early 20™ century, when John
Haynes Holmes at the Community Church of New York linked faith with
social justice by helping organizations like the ACLU and the NAACP get
started. Add to this tradition of reform the humanists of the mid twentieth
century and the Women and Religion movement of the late 20™ century.
Every generation of radical Unitarian Universalists has been nurtured by the
institutions of the previous generation, and every generation has produced
prophetic changes that would have been unthinkable before.

Denominationally and congregationally, we need both an awareness
of heritage and the freedom to try new things in order to stay vital and
relevant. By supporting Young Adult and Campus Ministry, this
congregation is making space for the Ralph Waldo Emersons and Olympia
Browns of our own time.

Supporting Young Adult and Campus Ministry requires an investment
of material resources that don’t pay off in obvious financial ways. It
requires being willing to listen to criticism about “the sleep of indolence”
and “the din of routine.” It requires commitment that will push through
bureaucracy, summer breaks, and changes in leadership. It means
encouraging Young Adult and student leaders, even when something has
always been done one way, even when an idea has been tried before without

SUCCCSS.
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Nurturing a whole intergenerational community — with room for
young adults along with children, youth, middle adults, and elders — creates
the comfort and challenge that everyone needs for their own spiritual growth
and for the congregation’s health.

Walking the halls here at the Fellowship, I get the impression that
your outreach mission and your commitment to engaging people of all ages
in the shared search for truth and meaning has brought good things. The
building is pleasant to be in, the posters on the walls show excitement about
your place in the community, and I hear that volunteering on a Hospitality
Team is a super way to make new friends. It seems to me that reaching out
to actively welcome students and young adults, meeting them where they
are, providing resources for peer support , is a spiritual exercise that has
made your strength as a congregation possible.

Forever On Resounding

So, basically, I came here to reflect back what you already know and
embody. Young Adult and Campus Ministries save lives. Unitarian
Universalist Young Adult and Campus Ministries provide a safe place for
questions and exploration like nothing else can. Congregational support for
Unitarian Universalist Young Adult and Campus Ministries brings vitality to
the congregation and nurtures a renewal of the spirit for our movement.
What you may not know is the way your support for Young Adult and
Campus Ministries is a blessing to the world.

The example you provide by sponsoring a Campus Ministry group for
ten years is an inspiration to other congregations and colleges. Your
experience in that time and your new discoveries this year in lifespan

ministries are gifts to neighboring congregations.
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Students and Young Adults who have been sheltered by Unitarian
Universalism in turbulent times may move on to other UU congregations,
where they can give back to the community. Even if they move on beyond
Unitarian Universalism, the sense of sanctuary they have found is something
they will carry in their hearts and can share with someone else.

I’m grateful for the time I’ve been able to spend with you this
weekend. I look forward to hearing your news and meeting the young
leaders you send forth into the broader Unitarian Universalist world. Thanks
for having me.

So be it. Blessed be. Amen.
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