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| am more than a little aware of the fact that, aghour colleagues, | am not the most obvious chimice
present a paper entitled "Claiming Our Propheticc¥d Suffice to say, | am not in the same leagiia a
Ray Manker, a Bill Gardener, a Marilyn Sewell, @iNCardell, or a Richard Gilbert, just to name jst
few of our movement’s prophetic voices.

Nevertheless, in addition to pointing out the sbiciaquities of their own place and time and caltheir
people back to the covenant, the prophets of olé akso forthtellers, those who engaged in tharauit
science of semiotics: reading the signs of thedirfiée Hebrew prophets were in today’s parlance the
"futurists.” And while | make no claim to the statof prophet, for the last decade or so, | haagited
to read "the signs of the times" in order to betiteerstand the future holds for liberal religion.

"If you are over 30, you are an immigrant. If yae ander 30, you are a native. | just say that
| am over 30, and | am having Ellis Island experesnall the time. | have to learn new
languages, and | have to learn new customs. My lisaieeding to be re-wired. It is being
re-wired all the time. | am an immigrant to a whoew world. | need to understand - as any
immigrant does - that the people you learn the rfrost are the natives - for whom this new
world is their first language. This not a demogtahing - it is a psychographic thing. It is a
mindset and a headset..." Leonard Sweet, Faithguakengdon, Nashville, TN, 1994

This paper is personal, and intentionally subjectiwvill make no claim to any sort of scholarly
objectivity or intellectual detachment. | know tham limited by unconscious as well as conscious
biases, prejudices, and predispositions. It wasratd 993 that | began to be aware of a low levdl, b
persistent discord occurring in the congregatisered. This unease seemed to have less to dehaith
perennial humanist/theist debate, and more to tlo avrapidly widening generation gap. There was, in
fact, no debate going on, or even something appmgccreative interchange." It seemed to me as
though several generations in one congregation taéieg past each other, each using, as it were, a
different language to describe their own experisrazel expectations. The Tower of Babel was
manifesting itself right before my eyes. The isswege not sermon talk back or no sermon talk back,
candles of joy and concern versus no candles,gariabnouncements or spoken announcements, hand
clapping or no hand clapping, the kinds of perdrgoaflicts with which I'd had some experience. No,
frustration was mounting around the issues that wtaight to the heart of our identity, to theecof

what a Unitarian Universalist institution is andalsout. What does it mean to be faithful to outdms
what does it mean to be an authentically diversg@gation; what do words such as reason, freedom,
and tolerance really mean; what is the source o&athority?

The differences seemed more generational thandgieal, so | began to explore the growing body of
literature on generational differences. It was ablois time that U.C., Santa Barbara sociologist of
religion Wade Clark Roof published his book A Getien of Seekers. | emersed myself in the
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descriptions of the differences between Boomerd Barsters, the Silent Generation and the G.I.
Generation, Generation X, Generation Y, and théedilial Generation. | found plenty of answers, but
not the answer for which | searched. Generatioifi@rdnces was not "it." Generational differencessw
only one of the signs that pointed in the directbtiit.” Slowly, | began to see and understand tha
source of the growing discord in the congregatieared was more than just a gap of understantatg t
separated generations; the true source of ourmigcbwas a vast chasm that separated entire worlds

"With joy we claim the growing light, advancing tght and widening view, the larger
freedom, clearer sight, which from the old unfdid hew. With wider view, come loftier
goals; with fuller light, more good to see; witkeddom, truer self control; with knowledge
deeper reverence be." Samuel Longfellow

Few of us would argue that Unitarian Universalisithie quintessential modern, Western, religious
movement. Our prophetic voice has been the voiceanfernism. Our nemeses have been the nemeses of
modernism.

Up until the late 18th century, Unitarianism andvgnsalism were Christian heresies, afterwards,
influenced by the prophets of the movements knosvihea Enlightenment and Transcendentalism, we
evolved into something distinctively different-+gligious movement that was compatible with the
emerging scientific consciousness; a religious mwa that could easily make the distinction between
myth and history; a religious movement that coutdinguish between religion as a special revelatibn
the supernatural, and religion as a purely nastraJihuman-made social, cultural, and psycholdgica
phenomena.

Modern Unitarianism and Universalism was charargetiby a positive vision of human nature and an
abiding faith in human progress guided by reasahthe authority of the individual conscience. We
defined ourselves and our movement as distinctivetpanistic, democratic, non-dogmatic, progressive,
ethical, rational, objective, tolerant, and jusseeking. For many Unitarians and Universalistheve
concept of God, no matter how broadly defined, m@fonger essential to a modern religious outlook o
life. The locus of authority was internal and p&aoMan, meaning human kind, was the source and
measure of all meaning. In fact, | think many ofelsin our hearts as well as our heads, that sasthe
only religious view point consistent with a modemderstanding of nature and human nature. Our Way o
being faithful was the only way a modern individaalld be authentically religious without havingdi®

at some level intellectually dishonest, or hypacait That is to say, we were the only way a modeam

or woman could be faithful to both religion andesaie without having to bracket his/her Jewish,
Christian or Muslim world view in order to functiom the "real” world the other six days of the week

Not only were our religious teachings and valuess@ient with modernism, but in some sense we gough
to sanctify the modern world view. This view of mia and of human nature was not only correct ihitha
was an accurate, empirically verifiable portraitiod way the world worked. It was also in some sens
right, that is to say, correctly understood, tharla view could help to promote a higher level tifieal

and moral behavior on a planetary scale. Democeapyality, and voluntary associations were the mean
through which modern social reform would take plda@th would win out through vigorous debate and
discussion, and emerge unscathed out of the cbafl@pinions. Worthy heirs to the best of both the
Enlightenment and Transcendentalism, we understacgklves as the religious embodiment of the
beliefs and values, hopes and fears, strengthmaitdtions inherent in the modern consciousness. O
mood was optimistic. Progress was our most impbgesduct. "Onward and upward forever! With joy
we claim the growing light, advancing thought andeming view, the lager freedom, clearer sight \Wwhic
from the old unfold the new." | don’t mean to imphat we were arrogant, or smug. From those to whom
much is given, much is expected. We took socialrmefvery seriously as our history will attest. @bt

this modern matrix of ideas, vision and responigybilame our movement’s unique prophetic voice.

20f8



The Modern Church in the Post-Modern World

In 1961, ironically the same year that the Unitasiand Universalists merged, the "Saturday Evening
Post" published an essay (imagine that The Satltdaging Post, Norman Rockwell, et. al., exacty th
kind of irony of which pomo’ism is so fond) in whischolar/philosopher Houston Smith pronounced
modernism dead, over, finished, kaput. "Quietlgevpcably something enormous has happened to
Western man." wrote Smith. "His outlook on life ahd world has changed so radically that in the
perspective of history the twentieth century ighkto rank--with the fourth century, which witnessthe
triumph of Christianity, and the seventeenth, whiignaled the dawn of modern science--as one of the
very few that have instigated genuinely new epachmiman thought. In this change, which is still in
process, we of the current generation are playicrgi@al but not as yet widely recognized part.

It now appears that the modern outlook has rucatsse and is being replaced by what, in the alesehc
a more descriptive term, is being called simplytfPosdernism..."

According to Smith: first there was the Greco-Roriéorld View which was replaced in the fourth
century by the Christian World View, which was e@d in the 18th century by the Modern World View,
and at some point in the middle of the 20th centineyModern World View began to crumble and pass
into history. In other words, if we were indeed thigion uniquely suited for the modern man and
woman, there were already cracks in the foundatmon which our movement was built.

| know that nothing | have said thus far comesesaito any of you. We are all aware of post modenni
and its critique of the hidden and not so hiddesés and blind spots inherent in modernism. We know
that the postmodern method of social analysis detmnstruct, that is to say, its goal is to tetdnirzg

apart in order to reveal it's hidden contradictidniases and assumptions. Leonard Sweet, a church
historian, says that those of us who are over lsigly tire like immigrants in a new world. We do not
know the language. We do not understand the cusfbhose who are under age thirty are the natives.
This is the only world they know. So if indeed amerld, the modern world is passing away, or being
deconstructed and a new world(s) is/are being werhave no choice but to pose the question: Gan th
guintessential modern religious movement clainpiitgohetic voice in the post modern world?

This is not an abstract or impersonal questiomfost of us. So | will risk framing it in the mosténgonal
terms. | was born on the cusp of the first and séaegave of the post war baby boom. | was drawn to
Unitarian Universalism in the mid 1970’s becauseas a progressive religious movement that seemed i
touch with the real social issues of the day. dnpised a spiritual alternative to the self centéidd
Generation" values of that decade. A member opts Vietham War/Watergate generation, | was
skeptical of all institutions, especially religiomstitutions. Unitarian Universalism did not derdahat |
abandon or bracket my critical, intellectual fa@dt or my skepticism or my liberal politics in &ange

for affiliation. Unlike the church in which | hadkbn raised which choose to either condemn the "afys
the modern world" out of hand, or to simply ignareat was going on in the world outside the chuich,
my new church | heard sermons that boldly addressetémporary social issues. Nothing was "too tot t
handle," or sacrosanct, or inappropriate. No tey@s outside of scope of religious inquiry. The ragss|
heard in church was world affirming, not world demy The prophetic voice of our movement had a
strong, clear, consistent message. Although, airties it would have been difficult then, for ms,a
layperson to make the distinction between the dibgolitical agenda and the liberal religious agehed

| even cared to do so. Liberal religion or religdiberalism? Was this a way of being religious.or
sanctification of a particular political viewpoinkevertheless, the message | heard was up beat, and
optimistic, never moralistic or self-critical. Abagh my new church was adamantly non-creedal, we
simply assumed that most of us shared similar opgiabout "the way the world worked," those things
necessary for the good life, and the absolute reddeness of our view points, and the implied
unreasonableness of the opposite points of viewspd&e unselfconsciously about being a religious
home for like-minded people. There was an acceptahdiversity within the congregation to which |
belonged; there were those who preferred "God-tatid' those who did not, those who believed in open
marriage and those who did not, those who ate ar@hthose who for ethical reasons did not, but the
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differences were never so profound that they terest the commonly held world view.

Right or wrong, that was the Unitarian Universalisith which | fell in love, and felt called to serv
Now twenty-five years later, | find myself livinghdhe borderline between the modern world and the
post-modern world. | continually ask myself: Is otyrch in the process of passing away, or istihén
process of being reborn? And as a religious lesdigris movement, is my role that of undertaker or
midwife, or perhaps both?

"Modernism was a battle between competing belisfesys: science versus religion,
capitalism versus communism... Postmodernism etidelover the status of belief itself,”
(Houston Smith, Beyond the Post-Modern Mind, Quesiks, Wheaton, IL 1984)

"What exactly do you mean by postmodernism? Defife me?" challenged a colleague with whom |
shared my concerns for the future of our moveniEmt question itself may embody one of the critical
distinctions between modernism and post moderriBafining "it" becomes one of the chief frustrations
that those of us who were born and raised in theemoworld discover when we try to get a handle on
postmodernism. The question, "How do you definebt®dught to mind an encounter | had a couple of
years ago. An older gentleman from Texas, a mewibane of our smaller fellowships, saw me at a
District event, and taking note of the fact thaias a minister, approached me and without further
introduction demanded that | "give him a definitiminspirituality.” Caught off guard, | hemmed and
hawed a bit, and mumbled something about cont®&ee," he said with obvious glee, "You can't do it!
That proves my point. | have personally collected pages full of different definitions of that word
spirituality and I still don’t know what it meansdneither do you!" He turned and walked away
obviously satisfied. For the man from Texas, agherists or does not exist to the extent that we ca
agree on how to define it. That is modernism iutsinell, as well as a source of the growing divide
within our congregations between modernists andehwith a post modern consciousness.

Definition implies boundaries or limitations. Somiely is this and not that. Postmodernism resists
defining in the way we moderns are used to diffeating between such things as fact and fictiontrmy
and history, past and future, true and false,ardlnot real. All of the lines are blurry. Therents
meta-paradigm, there is no meta-narrative. The netipn of an all embracing system, or world-view i
automatically suspect. According to church historend author of a number of books on the church in
the post modern world, Leonard Sweet:

Part of the new paradigm (of postmodernism) isetkistence of multiple paradigms though
the realization that each paradigm is to a sigaifiddegree socially conceived and
constructed. There are no truth claims anymore;, s of speech. Life lived in submission
to a single, fixed, dominant principle is over. fasderns accept the permanence of
pluralizing realities, the valuation of pluralitye sameness, the coming together of the
plurus around a common unam (which increasingbeisg called pluraformity), the
celebration of "them," the "other, " and the outsjdmeans that issues of pluralism and
diversity are here to stay." The reigning postmod®Emncept is as much uncertainty as the
reigning modern scientific notion was certaintyisé@berg’s "Uncertainty Principe" has the
same metaphysical standing for postmoderns as f@st&ogito, Ergo Sum had for moderns
beginning in the 17th century. All of life is seless as something under the central control of
command headquarters then a synergy of chaotigplesreven contradictory, always
surprising but interdependent processes. (Len SWwaghquakes, Abingdon, Nashville, TN,
1994)

As impossible as postmodernism is to define, optio®" we can make some broad generalizations: from

the postmodern perspective, there is no such #srapjective reason. Reason, rationality, logicare
longer a-historical, disinterested, and objectrather all are social constructs. Far from trandoenthe

4 of 8



The Modern Church in the Post-Modern World

particularity of its location, rationality is und#ood to be fundamentally shaped by its histocoaltext.
We think in and through systems of interpretatishpse symbols, biases, and interests inevitablyesha
the reasoning process. What is reasonable in thtexdoof one set of cultural norms, may seem orel
in another. So called scientific or empirical evide is also viewed with suspicion. Since all knalgke
and perception are social constructs, then thare mich thing as impartiality, objectivity, ortnu
Knowledge has no correspondence with reality. Tiseeomly knowledge and truth from the particular
realities that people inhabit which serve theitipatar interests. All knowledge is therefore piobi. The
notion that progress is inevitable or desirablehat the present is better than the past, orttieafuture
will be better than the present are considerectortproven assumptions. Post modernism is neither
liberal nor conservative, nor is it progressivaldes have the effect of making both liberals and
conservatives uncomfortable and confused.

In the postmodern paradigm, history is neither cbje nor factual, but rather is the official vensiof the
story as told from the perspective of the winniigsFor the most part what we call history isaystold
from the Western, Eurocentric, capitalistic, teatmatic standpoint, a standpoint which omits thédniss
of women, people of color and non-westerners.

Post modernism also claims that by imposing afi@ai mechanical model on the universe, modernism
left us with a fractured world view, a world viehet creates artificial dualism that drasticallyaepe

mind and body, subject and object, culture andreathoughts and things, values and facts, spidt a
matter, the human and the nonhuman. This artifrmthanical model has proven to be a dirty and
distorted lens through which we have come to miststdnd our world and our relationship to it.
Modernism has given us a worldview that is dualjstiechanistic, atomistic, anthropocentric, and
pathologically hierarchal.

By desacralizing the earth, modernism also paveadvidy for environmental exploitation and destrugtio
as well as the exploitation and genocide of indigenpeople. Inherent to modernism is the concept of
entittement and domination: humans are entitledoiminate the earth, first world people are entitted
dominate people of the third world, whites aretéadito dominate people of color, men are entitted
dominate women and children and so forth.

Post modernism expands the range of legitimateéegpdogies beyond strict empiricism to include
intuitive knowledge, the knowledge of the body, #imel kinds of knowing that are transmitted through
cultural mythos, ritual, drama and art. There audtiple intelligences, many valid ways of knowing,
experiencing, and interpreting the world.

"Why Queer? | use the word queer, which | know nsad@mne people uncomfortable, because it says NO,
we don’t have to be like everyone else in orddrawee the right to a full life. No, we don’t haveaocept

the paradigms and constructs that we are fed @ialshsis. No, we don’t have to accept categaonat

and binary, either/or thinking as the only way."

"Decolonizing (UU) religious education means logkat how it can subvert the dominant
paradigm instead of reflecting it or having a mgrelctive response to it." The Rev. Elias
Farajaje-Jones, Fahs Lecture 2000

In our own religious movement, the places wherdnaee first felt the
joy-pain-confusion-rage-dislocation-frustrationpafstmodernism has been around issues of diversity a
inclusion and what those terms might really meaheiWwomen began entering our ministry in
significant numbers during the 1970’s, we brouglthws a different consciousness. The issue, as you
will recall, was not just about gaining parity fwomen clergy in the settlement process, or justiabo
changing some of the words of the hymns and theghtto be more gender inclusive. The issue was
about power, patriarchy, entitlement, sexual ettaosl the institutionalization of a feminist
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consciousness. Likewise, today, when we speakefirsg greater diversity within our congregationg, w
speak of seeking a multicultural, anti-racist, dey. We are speaking not just of the successful
integration of people of color or gay/lesbian/bisaittrans-gendered, or disabled individuals into ou
congregations. Nor are we speaking about the cappabpriation of sacred rituals, symbols, songd, a
stories from non-western religions into our formsvorship. If we are speaking in the language of
postmodernism we are speaking of the processtadting a significant change of consciousness atoun
issues of power and privilege. In other words,graphetic voice(s) of postmodern Unitarian
Universalism involves not only what is being sdid{ who is being permitted to say it.

In this context, People of Color within our congaggns may speak of the En-darken-ment, in contoast
the Enlightenment, as a process of bringing inulomidst a consciousness that has grown out of the
experience of identities formed in relationshipaoism and white cultural imperialism. In a similar
process, Gay/Lesbian/Trans/Bi individuals speaffusfering theology. Womanist thea-ologies attempt to
disclose some of the hidden racial, sexual, argbsddeases within modern feminism. In what is peshap
for us an even more radical voice, is the decoostm of the ethical norm: "man the meaning makier."
a postmodern cosmology the natural world, may leaveaning or a kind of justice all its own of which
humankind is only a part, and not the focal potrallh Who are we after all to project our sensguefice
on to the whole universe, or to assume that theeemieaning and purpose of great cosmos was human
evolution? The post modern prophetic voice willapef a level of justice that is not defined in kaim
terms, but rather in terms of the whole of cregteonosmic justice that presupposes the naturdtivieor
larger than the framework of human meaning.

For many of us moderns, and | include myself is,thstening to and claiming some of these new
prophetic voices in our movement is an excruciagingerience. Not only are our most fundamental
assumptions about reason, truth, history, and pssgoeing called into question, but the procesH its
often feels like a repudiation of some of the nabsrished parts of our movement’s history. We alek t
that the hidden agenda, within in many of the daef@rm movements for which we proudly took credit
was the acquisition and maintenance of power aivdgge. Some of us find ourselves feeling both
shamed and wounded by the implications that weiacensciously racist, sexist, ageist, abilist and
classist and that our rational and objective warddv is riddled with biases that serve as cultbfedders
preventing us from seeing or understanding viewgaand needs other than our own. Our most natural
responses are to withdraw, get defensive, or hmiitsouder.

The prophetic voices emanating from outside ourfodrzone are calling us to repentance. They often
seem to us to be strident and demanding, eveniagcli®nically, it is when some of us feel the mos
"under fire," "dislocated in our own home," "offitler,” defensive and acutely aware of our own
differences in color, texture and experience thabegin to comprehend the value of "othernesstFro
the point at which we begin to recognize our owthéoness", we begin to explore the kind of uniit tis
achieved through an awareness and appreciatioiffefethce, our own differences, as well as the
differences of others.

The role of the prophet in ancient times was tfiaemembering the future and calling people badk&
covenant. Here is my prediction, my reading ofdigms of the times: the next wave of prophetic éead
in our movement will not attempt to reach for as®msus amid our diversity. Those leaders who try to
manage our diversity will only achieve the kindcohsensus that can only come from the lowest lefvel
agreement. In other words: if all stories and syimboe equal, none are compelling. Without the
pre-scientific worldview and religious orthodoxydefine us as the modern and thus most intelldgtual
defensible way to be religious, we will in a sehage lost our franchise. Diversity itself is not a
galvanizing or motivating vision. We will sufferdim multiphrenia---too many images and worldviews,
and disorientation---literally a loss of directidreaders who try to direct our movement while stagdh
the middle of consensus will be trampled.
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The next wave of prophetic leaders in our movemaihstand somewhat apart. They will be
self-differentiated. They will not attempt to buiddalitions between competing interests, or achave
uneasy compromise or curry favor, or placate irtligis. They will not be all things to all peopld€ly
will not be political. They will not call themselsdiberal or conservative. They will cast a vistbat
includes both a new definition of what it mean®échuman, and a whole new description of the cosmos
This vision will re-orient us. This vision will h@oetic, mythic, dramatic, and consistent with teetb
science we have. It will be less anthropocentr@mtimodernism. It will redefine justice and equaility
trans-human terms. It will remember the futuref thdo say, it will call us into the future withgss, and
symbols from our collective past organized in a meay. It will thus seem comforting and familiar and
natural as well as exciting, new, and deeply cofimaelOur prophets will be those who call us to
remember our future.

Post Modern Script:

We perceiver the creative power of the universeairily in the intelligible order we observe
in the universe. Such is the way of the philosop8ech is the way of St. John in the opening
prologue to his gospel, "In the beginning was therdly" the principle of order and
intelligibility. Or we can perceive the originatipgwer itself in the disequilibrium of the
universe, in the spirit world, in the wildness loiinigs, in the dreams that come into our souls
in the depths of the night., dreams that correspbadiuman soul to the openness of the
curve that holds the universe together and yetlegatto continue its infinite creativity.
(Thomas Berry, The Great Work)

Where are you going with this post modernism thiigzanne ? A colleague asked me that with reference
to this paper. Going is the appropriate term,nkhWhen speaking of Unitarian Universalism as eppe

of faith, | prefer the term movement to denominatiBerhaps | like that word movement because as an
ex-Baptist and have a congenital knee-jerk readtidhe word denomination, but more than thathia t
emerging post modern world, | feel that we aredime sense called to be nomads, always on the rimove,
the wilderness. On the go, at least for the pretsmet.. Like the Children of Israel, we have I[Efypt.

For good or ill, modernism is behind us. Some ofarse away fearfully, some joyfully, some angrily,
some reluctantly, some resisting mightily. Some®#re not even aware that Egypt is already imear

view mirror and there is no going back.

As | have previously indicated, | was not uncondbte in Egypt, in the Unitarian Universalism | catoe
in the mid 1970’s. | am not at all comfortable le wilderness of post modernism. It confuses mel Bu
know one thing, post modernism is not the Promissed. Post modernism is the wilderness. It is the
desert of hardship, of disorder, and disequilidtianay potentially forge us into a new people of a
renewed covenant. Like it or not, the movementuglothis desert experience will change us. Some in
our ranks will long for Egypt, where, with all d&ifaults, at least you knew who you were and whete
stood. Others may leave the fold and wander off different direction. There will be those who wamnt
put down roots prematurely, who say, this is faough. There is always the possibility that we may
perish in the desert, that our religious movemgsoiinextricably wedded to modernism that it wot
survive long enough to make it to the Promised L&mdl although we are the generation that left Egyp
| seriously doubt we will be the one’s to enter pinemise. Nevertheless, brothers and sisters, Welvi
have an important role to play as faithful and slieel leaders during this nomadic time.
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