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There was a young man who decided to go into the ministry. After doing his seminary work as a 
Unitarian Universalist, he started to look around in various parts of the country for a congregation that 
would be interested in calling him to the ministry. One particular congregation seemed very promising. 
It’s search committee invited him to come to their area and talk with them about the possibility and he 
went gladly and talked with them through the day, saw the church and preached for the committee in 
the neutral pulpit they had found. Afterwards they sat down to a nice meal and the opportunity for just 
a few more questions before his departure. 
 
During that last conversation, one of the older members of the committee said, “Young man, we really 
need to know before we consider calling you for our minister, whether you preach God or humanism. 
 
The young man didn’t know what to say, because though he had researched things a bit, he wasn’t quite 
sure of where this congregation stood. Finally though, he looked up at that man and said to him, “Well 
sir, it really depends on your members. If your congregation is composed primarily of theists, then I 
suppose I’ll preach about humanism, but if it’s composed of humanists, I guess I’ll have to preach about 
theism.” 
 
Now those were the words of a modern day prophet. Someone who felt that it was important to trouble 
a congregation and to talk in terms other than what they were used to, or wished to hear. I’m sorry to 
say that I can’t tell you whether he was called or not, but my suspicion is that, the way things are going 
these days, he wasn’t. The prophet is without honor certainly in many places these days and this can be 
as true in Unitarian Universalist settings as in any other. The term prophet is an interesting one. It’s 
found in a whole batch of religious traditions, but I suppose that for most of us the Judeo-Christian 
background, where it was applied to Jesus, but was applied as well to many others before him, is the 
one we know best. In Jewish scripture, the prophet was a very special figure, one who went between 
two courts, representing the one to the other. The court represented was that in heaven where God was 
enthroned in majesty, and where God and his advisers deliberated on what should happen down on 
earth. The other court was that of Israel or of Judah. There the prophet would speak about what had 
been overheard in the heavenly corridors. 
 
The earthly king in Israel and in Judah was, after all, a vice-gerent, that is to say, one who served in place 
of the actual authority, who, in these two theocracies, was God. The priests in these kingdoms took care 
of the cultic duties and made sure that the temple reflected what things were like in heaven. But the 
prophet was the go-between, vested with the obligation to say, “thus sayeth the Lord,” right to the 
king’s face if that were needed. He had the right to tell people where things stood and what was going 
on in heaven as it affected what was going on the earth. 
 
There are some important stories that tell us about the role of the prophet at this time. One was that 
story in 1 Samuel 10, in which we are told of the frenzy of prophecy. Saul, who had recently become 
king, was traveling through the land when he encountered a group of wandering prophets who were in 
the midst of a prophetic frenzy. And Saul takes on that frenzy, too. So that people ask the question, “Is 
Saul, too, among the prophets? Among these crazy people who speak to the present from beyond?” 
Now the frenzy being discussed was an ecstatic dance, but it was more than that. In chapter 19 of 1 



Samuel, the story is told again in a different context, but the dancing is described. Saul tore off his 
clothes and danced naked on the road. We think of prophets more soberly, and tend to forget that the 
frenzy of the word could be that powerful. 
 
In 1 Kings 22 there is another story that is one of my favorite parts of the biblical account. For there we 
are told of Miciah ben Imlah, one of the prophets to King Ahab, who told Ahab when the king wanted to 
know that his battle against Ramoth-Gilead would be successful, “Go up, O King, and conquer.” But 
Ahab said to Miciah, “What’s going on? You’ve never said a good word about me or prophesied in my 
behalf. How many times must I abjure you that you speak to me nothing but the truth?” And then 
Miciah said to Ahab, “Up in heaven God said, how will we trick Ahab into being killed. And then one of 
the angels said, “Why not send a lying spirit among Ahab’s prophets. And just like the rest of them I 
thought I should at least try to lie, though I know that you’ll be killed. And Ahab had Miciah put in prison 
on scant fare of bread and water until Ahab returned in peace. But you see, he didn’t return, so that we 
must assume that Miciah, for his prophecy, stayed in that prison until he died. 
 
What do these stories tell us? I think there are several things. The first is that being a prophet is a good 
way to loose friends. Second, they tell us that you have to be a fool to be a prophet. But third, they tell 
us that sometimes you don’t have a choice. That’s the thing about prophecy. 
 
But you know, it’s hard to be a prophet in Unitarian Universalism. Prophets, after all, don’t preach to the 
choir, saying only those things that people want to hear. And so often, that’s exactly what happens 
when Unitarian Universalist ministers address significant topics. We reify, underlining what people want 
to hear, helping to build on the ideas that people in our congregations already agree about. But that’s 
not prophecy. Thus Social Action sermons, for instance, are often supportive, but seldom prophetic 
when preached in this fellowship. 
 
I’ve had a number of occasions when, after preaching this sermon or that, I’ve stood by the door 
afterwards and had people come up to me and say, “That was a daring sermon.” And I look around and 
think, which sermon did they hear this morning? Certainly not the one I preached, because there’s no 
daring to a sermon when the people in front of you are in essential agreement with what you’re saying. 
It’s only daring when you are preaching something other than what is expected or believed. 
 
But perhaps there are some themes where the prophetic voice could be heard: 
 
For instance, wasn’t the young minister right about God and Humanism – that to preach God to a 
humanistic group or humanism to a God centered group is prophetic? 
Perhaps, in this area of ours, so close to Washington D.C., where we have so many bureaucrats and sub-
bureaucrats and sub-sub-bureaucrats, a sermon against the proliferation of committees, as opposed to 
programs for adult religious education, might be another such theme. 
Perhaps a sermon against armchair Unitarian Universalism – against those who affirm but do not 
promote liberal religion and its implications for society – might be a third. For it’s one thing to listen and 
say yes while it’s another to listen and then do. 
Perhaps a sermon honoring the conservative tradition in our midst would be another. For we often like 
to think of ourselves as liberal in all aspects of our lives when it is entirely possible to have a liberal 
religious person who is, in all other areas of life, conservative. 
Perhaps a sermon about the gifts we receive from those in great need, about how we get more from 
those who come in need than we could ever give, and that, thus, our giving is only good when it is 
devoid of pride, would be one, too. 



What makes us uneasy? What makes us mad? What don’t we think belongs? What don’t we want to 
hear? These are the sorts of questions that may well point us toward the prophetic in our tradition. 
 
In old time Universalism, as I’ve mentioned before, there were two recognized types of ministry: the 
preacher and the minister. Preachers were prophets and itinerated. 
 
They would come into town on a Saturday, 
have dinner with a member of the congregation in that place, 
stay, perhaps, with another, get up on Sunday, 
preach their sermon, coming as close as a Universalist could to hell fire and damnation, 
and be gone by noon with all the people in the congregation waving their handkerchiefs and blessing 
themselves with the thought that that preacher wouldn’t be around for another two or three months. 
It was good to have a preacher around who could give a spellbinding sermon and then go away, so that 
she or he wouldn’t know what you did in light of their words and, for that matter, so you didn’t know 
what that preacher was doing subsequently either. 
Ministers, on the other hand, were pastors and they didn’t itinerate. 
 
They moved into a community. 
They preached on Sundays. 
But they were there the other six days of the week as well, 
welcoming children, 
visiting the sick, 
burying the dead, 
talking with and being a part of the lives of the people. 
On every day of the week they knew what you were doing and you knew what they did, too. This isn’t 
the sort of thing that invites prophecy, but it certainly inspires pastoral care. 
We today don’t have this division. We retain our ministers, but the preachers are a thing of the past. 
And I wonder: 
 
Does this mean that we have no prophets? 
Does this mean that we do not want any prophets? 
Does this mean that we wish to hide from those issues that might both trouble our souls and lead 
toward a more profound future? 
Perhaps it does. But ever and again, the moments will come when the prophetic word will have out and 
will be spoken. 


