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Many of you know that I serve on our denomination’s ministerial credentialing body.  This is my fifth year as a member of the Ministerial Fellowship Committee and I am honored to do this intense, much-needed work.  The main job of this committee is to administer an oral exam to prospective ministers once they have finished their studies.  We determine whether these women and men are ready to enter the Unitarian Universalist ministry.  Passing the Ministerial Fellowship Committee is like passing the bar exam.  And it is a very big deal.  Successfully passing our committee means that you have the full confidence of the Unitarian Universalist Association behind you as you begin your ministry in a church or a community setting.  Not passing the committee means that you have some work to do and will have to see it again.

As part of the interview, the Ministerial Fellowship Committee wants to know how well a prospective minister can define his or her own theology.  And, as we all know, in Unitarian Universalism this can lead to some very long, complicated answers!  One way I sometimes try to get as a cleaner, clearer answer from a person is to ask him or her to tell us the Unitarian Universalist version of the phrase “Jesus saves.”  Too often the prospective minister gives me a blank stare!  And yet, giving a good answer shouldn’t be that hard.

“Jesus saves.”  All of Christian theology—both liberal and conservative—can be summed up in these two words.  This summation is similar to the wise old rabbi being asked to recite the Torah while standing on one foot.  He replied, “Love your God with all your heart and all your mind and all your strength.  And to love your neighbor as yourself.  All the rest is commentary.”

So why do prospective ministers have trouble articulating the core message of Unitarian Universalism?  Why do we have trouble for that matter?  Historically speaking, both our Unitarian and Universalist ancestors had clear, theologically compelling statements that unified them.  For the Unitarians the phrase was “God is One.”  And for the Universalist it was “God is Love.”  “Jesus saves.”  “Love your neighbor.”  “God is One.”  “God is Love.”  Each can be unpacked.  And each speaks volumes.  Surely we can find a similar clarity today.

Anyone who has been around our faith for a while knows that both this church and the Unitarian Universalist Association have tried a number of marketing campaigns.  We at UCH have had various mission statements, most of which are far too long to remember much less recite.  The UUA has run national media campaigns with little lasting success—the most recent being the “Uncommon Denomination” campaign.  Little lasting success that is until the last couple of years!  Then we seem to have suddenly gotten it right.  We suddenly seem to have found a handle that everyone can grab on to.  It doesn’t matter if you are theologically Humanist, pagan, Christian, or Buddhist.  A couple years ago, we discovered something universal and Universalist.  We went back to our roots and reclaimed the theological centrality of love.

“Standing on the side of love.”  So simple.  So clear.  So positive and forward looking.  Who wouldn’t want to stand on the side of love?  Link it with a typeface and a unique (some would say obnoxious) color and you have something all Unitarian Universalists can get behind.  But here is the really radical thing about the Standing On the Side of Love campaign—it fits whatever you want to put it on.  If a church is working for immigrant rights—it is standing on the side of love.  If a congregation advocates for marriage equality for gays and lesbians—it is standing on the side of love.  If Unitarian Universalists are working to end hunger or torture or gun violence—they are standing on the side of love.  If saving our fragile ecosystem is where a UU group puts its energy—that group is standing on the side of love.  How cool is that?!?

So what is the answer I am really looking for when I ask a prospective minister to tell the Ministerial Fellowship Committee his or her version of “Jesus saves”?  I am looking for some variation of “Love Wins.”   “Love Win.”  I want to know if that prospective minister grounds his or her work in the transformative power of love.  I want to know if he or she can put love first.  I want to see if it is love, in fact, that will get that minister through many a dark night of the soul.  I want to know that that minister will look at his or her people first through the eyes of love.  I want to hear that minister tell me, “Love wins.”  Love wins because it must.  Love wins because it is the most powerful thing there is.  Love wins because it always has.  

I want to read again the words from the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. that I used as our call to worship:

From Rev. Martin Luther King Jr’s 1967 address to the anti-war group Clergy and Laity Concerned:  “When I speak of love I am not speaking of some sentimental and weak response.  I am speaking of that force which all of the great religions have seen as the supreme unifying principle of life.  Love is somehow the key that unlocks the door which leads to ultimate reality.”

Love unlocks the door.  Love tears down the wall.  Love spans the raging river.  Love crosses the widest ocean.  Love traverses the driest desert.  Love wins.  And we, you and I, are standing on the side of love.  I am so glad to be in this work with you.  On we go.

So be it.

Amen.
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