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It’s been forty years now since I got in my TR-3 

and drove from Pontiac, Michigan to Boston, 

Massachusetts to begin my seminary career at Boston 

University’s School of Theology. 

I was on my way to what was, avowedly, the center 

of Religious Liberalism in the United Methodist 

Church, and that’s exactly what I wanted. 

It was the training ground for Dr. Martin Luther 

King, Jr., whose teachers still formed the corps of the 

faculty. 

Paul Deats and Herb Stotts had shaken the church 

by their sociological analyses. 

Walter Muelder continued teaching ethics while 

serving as Dean of the School, too. 

Already, back during the McCarthy era, an article 

appeared in the Reader’s Digest under a title that was 

something like, “Is There a Pink Fringe in Methodism,” 

that virtually listed the entire School of Theology 

faculty as being communist or fellow-travelers. 

And in another year, the school was scheduled to 

initiate a radical new curriculum to move the church in 

new directions of thought and action. 

I was excited! 

Things, however, didn’t exactly turn out as I 

expected – or for that matter, as the school expected, 

either. 



For me, the problem centered on the fact that the 

seminary didn’t turn out to be a bastion of liberal 

religion after all. 

“Come unto us,” its leadership seemed to say, “and 

we will give you the liberal doctrine of the future as it 

should be practiced, for we are presenting the true 

dispensation.” 

That didn’t sound liberal to me. 

It smacked more of a new fundamentalism – 

different from the old only in its form and content, 

but quite the same in its radical demand of fealty to 

the one true way. 

For the school the problem centered on the 

students who would come to its radical new curriculum 

in another year, since they brought with them a new 

radicalism peculiar to themselves. 

They represented the first wave of the Students 

for a Democratic Society.  

And thus the new radical curriculum was met not by 

the complacent students of previous years but by new 

radicals of a present that the Viet Nam war had 

pushed into turmoil – and push came quickly to shove. 

My lesson from this experience was that the 

fundamentalisms of the left were no less dangerous 

than the fundamentalisms of the right – that religious 

liberalism could produce its own problems, as could 

political liberalism and that neither was of that much 

value to human development. 



I brought this realization with me when I became a 

Unitarian Universalist. 

It’s pretty easy to recognize a fundamentalist. As 

did the first group to bear that name back at the close 

of the last century, a fundamentalist cleaves to 

certain “fundamentals of the faith” that demonstrate 

true belief. Originally they were the five fundamentals 

of: 

• Plenary verbal inspiration of scripture; 

• The virgin birth of Jesus; 

• His physical resurrection; 

• The Trinitarian concept of God; 

• Jesus’ role as sole mediator of salvation. 

Amongst fundamentalists of the left, the 

fundamentals may vary significantly, but the 

requirement to accept whatever those fundamentals 

are as sole rules for right living remains. 

I started ruminating on the fundamentals of the 

left in our own denomination while I was still in New 

England. 

I noticed that some of our sister churches defined 

their Unitarian Universalism narrowly. 

There were UU Christians, theists and humanists 

some said before going on to say that “we in this 

congregation are humanists and you might prefer going 

to our sister church of UU theists or Christians just 

down the way. 



One of my colleagues went so far as to define us as 

consisting of these three major “confessions.” 

No more, no less. 

But then, what about the UU Jews, Buddhists, 

Wiccans, Taoists, and so forth. 

And what of those who don’t fit neatly into just one 

of these boxes? 

I, for instance consider myself to be a humanist 

Christian of a Unitarian Universalist orientation – and a 

mystical humanist at that. 

Then there was the issue of the Principles and 

Purposes.  

Are they “guidelines” or requirements?  

Their very lure to “all” of us makes them suspect to 

our non-creedalism as a denomination. 

Some of us find in the first and last principle – in 

the inherent dignity and worth of all humanity and the 

interdependent web of all existence – the core of our 

devotions. 

But couldn’t there be others? 

And what of the variations in social concern? I’ve 

told some of you about the liberal religious fellowship 

I led while serving as a chaplain in the Navy – how 

there was one attendee who said that she used to be 

Unitarian Universalist until she was thrown out.  

This picked my interest and I had to find out why it 

had happened.  



Her answer was that she had helped to found her 

particular fellowship back in the late fifties. 

But then, as the issue of choice came up, she 

decided that death was involved in abortion somehow 

and that she was against death and therefore against 

choice in this matter.  

A delegation was sent out to ask her to eat her 

bread elsewhere – if I can dredge up the language used 

in the Hebrew Bible against the prophets. 

My stand is with a woman’s right to choice. But it is 

also with the individual’s right to argue either side of 

this issue and many more. 

The other day I was asked about my position on 

certain sexual practices and my initial response was 

negative. 

It was a personal issue though not couched in a 

personal way. 

But then, after I took my personal stand, I found 

myself coming back to the right of individuals to make 

responsible choices for themselves – which brought me 

up short. 

What right have I to insist that we all do the same 

thing or a limited number of things? 

Woe be to us, I still feel, if we make any sexuality 

amongst consenting adults into either an affirmative 

or negative test. 

Woe be to us if we campaign for one possibility or 

another rather than for the right to choose. 



And woe be to us, as well, if we go down any 

primrose path toward actions that will hurt another or 

others on an intimate basis. 

At such a point we would be dealing with another 

fundamentalism of the left. 

And that is something we should eschew. 

I learned a lesson all those years ago in Seminary – 

that fundamentalism is not limited to one religious 

perspective, to one denomination, or even to one faith 

grouping. 

Wherever there are those who claim that their 

interpretation is the only way or at least the best way, 

we are moving toward a fundamentalism that will lessen 

the ability of its adherents to see and do religiously.  

There is no one truth, 

Truth emerges in dialogue and can never be held as 

unique by any one person or group without going rancid 

in the hand. 


