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Did any of you have the chance to drive by the church in the last week and notice the sign?  I was curious if anyone did a double take when you noticed the sermon topic for this week in bright lights, “Are You Being Saved?”  Maybe you wondered what a Unitarian Universalist minister could possibly want to say about the idea of being saved.  Isn’t Salvation a topic that is for others to discuss?  We have more pressing issues to engage in than what is going to happen in our after-life, don’t you think. Well, by the end of this month, if you come to the entire February series of services on Salvation, you will discover that UU ministers have a lot to say about what it means to be saved and what liberal religion answers to those who think that there is only one way for that to happen. This morning I have the responsibility of kicking this series off.

Maybe you are familiar with the 1970s British sit-com “Are You Being Served?” which was a long running favourite on PBS and produced by the BBC.  The comedy took place in a fictional London department store and was well known not only for its silly sight gags and misunderstandings but also for its double entendre’s and mistaken identities.  Given the spirit of the show I couldn’t resist a little play on words in asking this morning, “are you being saved?”  You may have even mistaken the identity of our Unitarian Universalist congregation in tackling this theological topic this morning.

 Another coincidence about “Are You Being Served?” is that the fictional department store that I just mentioned was called Grace Brothers.  We also just listened to the well-known and often sung hymn “Amazing Grace”.  When one deals with Salvation within Christian theology grace is an important concept.  Resulting from the concept of original sin, which resulted from the Fall of Adam and Even in the Garden of Eden, humankind is in need of God’s salvation.  This can only occur through God’s grace. Paul in his letter to the Ephesians’ speaks of grace this way. "For by Grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is a gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast".  Our religious forebears, as we are reminded each time we have a child dedication at West Shore, rejected the idea of original sin and therefore made the concept of God’s grace in salvation irrelevant.  That being the case why would salvation be of any interest to Unitarian Universalists?  Hearing the story of Langston Hughes and his severe disappointment in not seeing Jesus and being ensured of his salvation may remind some of you of pain associated with the concept of salvation.  The pain that I speak of is from the upset that loved ones of other faith traditions may have that some how as a Unitarian Universalist you will not be saved.

Like many sit-coms Are You Being Served also spawned a catch phrase.  One of the characters was often heard asking the staff, “are you free!” which they were often noticeably free, and they would reply, “Yes, I am free!”  As a free faith we indeed have the freedom to and therefore must define salvation for ourselves.  

Four years ago I was living in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan and teaching at a wonderful school called the Saskatoon Open School.  I had the unique pleasure and challenge of teaching children from Grades 1 through 7 all in the same classroom.  The challenge was made richer and more complicated by the involvement of parents in the governance and pedagogy of the school.  It was through the richness of community that the school, in my opinion, was successful.  

In ministry it is important, if not essential, to know ones congregants, it is the same with students and parents in teaching.  This is why I felt it necessary to take the time to get to know the parents better.  Given the pleasure that I get from a good cup of coffee, I often invited a parent or two to join me at the “Broadway Roastery” for coffee and conversation.  It was a conversation with Vince whose three children were all students at the Open School that took me to the Roastery on the day I will speak of.  Vince was very interested in my recent decision to go into Unitarian Universalist ministry.  Although neither a Unitarian nor a Universalist Vince seemed very interested in what called me to pursue the vocation of ministry.  As we sat a sipped coffee together I told him about how I saw teaching at the Saskatoon Open School as a ministry.  It seemed that within our democratically structured classroom and community and with our student centered pedagogy that the school was helping to shape our highest values and ideals.  I saw the school as preparing the students to be citizens of the global community.  The citizenship that I wished to engender in my students went beyond a simple commitment to good government, which seems to be the only concern when citizenship and civics lessons are discussed in the context of school curriculum.  I wanted the students to see themselves as citizens within the entire ecological world.  

I told Vince that I saw ministry as an opportunity for me to expand what I did in the classroom to include a multi-generational community.  The students and I had participated over the years in various ecological and social justice activism and learning.  It is hard to believe that we all participated in a die-in, where we each portrayed someone killed in war by lying on the floor of the student centre, at the University of Saskatchewan to resist and protest what seemed like the inevitability of another war in Iraq.  The part that is hard to believe is that the very war that we were attempting to resist, as I am sure many of you were as well continues unabated and threatens to spread to Iran.  The students, parents and I heard the stories of people who had escaped from the violence of East Timor, created sculptures from decommissioned weapons used in a civil war in Mozambique and a Man Booker Prize winner for literature.  I saw ministry as an opportunity to continue to seek just and sustainable communities in the context of a spiritual community.  

As I was explaining my story to Vince in the cramped quarters of the local coffee bar a man turned to us with what seemed to be a sense of curiosity and asked if he had heard correctly that I was going to become a minister.  Despite the opportunity to evangelize and explain Unitarian Universalism I still am a little leery when people that are not familiar with UUism start asking me about being a minister.  It seems that a great deal of the time there are already pre-conceived notions about what it means to be a minister.  In the case of the man in the coffee shop after confirming what he already knew eavesdropping on our conversation he began to push his own narrow agenda.  He asked, “Well if you are going to be a minister, I want to know how I can be saved?”  Besides already being annoyed that my conversation was being interrupted I had this sinking feeling that this was going to be one of those one-sided exchanges where someone was going to try to convince me of what their religious truth is and that it is the only valid religious truth.  I thought I was being clever when I retorted, “What do you want to be saved from?”  Never really answering the question he continued to share with me his doctrine of salvation.  It was his contention that as a minister I was obligated to instruct everyone that the only way they could be saved was to accept Jesus Christ as their personal lord and savior.  Knowing that I was not going to convince the interloper of the possibility for other understandings than his orthodoxy I quickly wrapped up my coffee with Vince.

I can assure you that the meeting I speak of is not the only time that I have encountered someone’s earnest attempt to save me with, what I think is, the simplistic suggestion that I accept Jesus.  Salvation for many Christians is God’s deliverance of humans from the power and effect of sin through the work of Jesus Christ so that humans can enjoy the fullness of life for which God intended.  Salvation of this kind makes me think that it is something that one waits for after death.  It is rather like the eternal Santa Claus list of whether you or naughty or nice.  If you have been nice then you will be saved and go to heaven.  If not then eternal damnation is your fate.  This understanding of salvation was modified over the centuries with Calvin’s theology of predestination.  For Calvin, it was incomprehensible that an all-powerful foreknowing God should not determine in advance who would be saved and who is not.  Luther’s doctrine of salvation was based upon faith alone.  Known as “justification by faith” one only had to believe in the God that crucified Jesus to take the place of all those people who deserved condemnation before that God.  Faith in this God meant forgiveness and healing and the ability to stand confidently before God without being condemned.

The name of our congregation contains the name of another doctrine of salvation.  Universalism, which was first preached in North America by the likes of John Murray and Hosea Ballou, refers to the doctrine of universal salvation.  The Universalists believed that God was so loving and patient that it was inconceivable that anyone would be condemned to hell for eternity.  God’s love would lead to the salvation of all people and all creation.  The theology of salvation of our Universalist forbears is the roots of the first principle in our UU statement of principles.  Our congregational covenant to affirm and promote the inherent worth and dignity of every person is a deep affirmation of these Universalists roots.  

Despite thinking that I was being rather clever and obnoxious in asking the coffee bar eavesdropper what he was hoping to be saved from, in light of author Daniel Quinn’s understanding of the history of salvation it seems like an important question.  Quinn who is most well known for his book Ishmael, the story of a talking ape who teaches about ecological sustainability, writes about salvation in another of his novels called The Story of B.  Quinn’s thesis is that prior to the advent of totalitarian agriculture people in hunting and gathering cultures had no need to be saved.  Ten thousand years ago at the dawn of agriculture, people’s worldviews shifted to a belief that the world was there’s to control and all the food in the world was theirs to produce and eat.  The basic tenets of totalitarian agriculture are that food should be denied to all others species except humans, that any species competing for human food should be destroyed and food for other species should be destroyed to make room for the growing of human food.  Agricultural life required intensive labour to plant, tend and harvest crops and animals.  It also required the permanent settlement and protection of lands used for the production of food.  Daniel Quinn suggests that large-scale war and famine did not exist prior to the evolution of totalitarian agriculture.  Once people needed to control the land for food and survival wars were inevitable.  Food production increases and surpluses were common and led to further population growth.  The population growth would then lead to the perceived need for greater food production and lead to more surplus food.  This cycle has resulted in exponential population growth for centuries and our current world population soaring past 6 billion people.  Violence was also a bi-product of increasing populations.

The need for land and labour and the control of food led to slavery, wars and famine, which prior to agriculture were a much less prominent part of life.  As people’s lives became shorter and ever harder the idea of salvation became necessary.  If this life were short and nasty it would be consoling to know that one only had to wait for the after-life to be saved from the struggles of this life, hence the necessity for salvation and a savior.  In his book Quinn suggests that as people remember life before totalitarian agriculture they will be led away from the love of salvation and a Savior and toward a love for this world.

It seems that Quinn would like to throw out the necessity of salvation and replace it with a simple love for the world.  It is my contention that the basis of salvation is a love for this world.  As I said earlier salvation for many Christians is God’s deliverance of humans from the power and effect of sin through the work of Jesus Christ so that humans can enjoy the fullness of life for which God intended.  On the surface, for me as a non-theist, this notion of salvation seems to be of little use.  Yet, there still seems to be something of value in this notion of salvation.  Although I do not rely on God or Jesus Christ for my salvation nor do I think that I or we can wait until our deaths to be saved I do think that as humans it is imperative that we work to resist the power and effect of sin and struggle to ensure that all peoples can enjoy the fullness of life.  Sin for me is not a matter of a transgression against God.  For me sin is a “missing of the mark”.  It is not living up to my ethical and moral understandings of myself.  It is not living up to who I am as a higher self.  Every time I sin, or I miss the mark is an opportunity for me to grow and become the person that I strive to be.  As a Unitarian Universalist I have a high set of principles to work at fulfilling on a daily basis.  It is in striving toward fulfilling our highest values, ethics and principles that we will find salvation, indeed we will be saved.

As Unitarian Universalists we do not have time to wait until death to be saved.  Our salvation is tied to the seeking of peace, liberty and justice for all.  We are called to seek health in all areas of life including physical, mental, spiritual, social, political, environmental and economic.  It should not be surprising then that the root of the word salvation is health.  Being saved is therefore a matter of seeking ever-greater healthiness for ourselves and others in all aspects of life.  

It seems that at the current moment one if not the greatest threat to our health or in other words our salvation is violence.  Violence in its numerous forms from war, torture, racism, sexism, oppression of all kinds, clear-cut forestry, pollution, and global climate change all destroy life and take us further away from our global salvation.  Dr. Rebecca Parker, President of Starr King School for the Ministry were I attended seminary writes that we must be saved from violence rather than through violence.  She is reacting against the Christian theology of salvation that has Jesus suffer violence in order to atone for the sins of humans in order that we can be saved.  The theology that views Jesus’ death as a redemptive sacrifice that leads to our salvation is the same theology that justified the Crusades.  I have also heard people speak of the redemptive power of their own suffering from violent acts.  The salvation that I speak of today must lead us away from the violence that creates an unhealthy world towards actions of love and care for one another and our world.  We are called to save each other through raising our collective voices against leaders who justify violence in any form.  Opposing torture, war, and seeking universal healthcare all lead us closer to our salvation.  

It is through love and all its manifestations we also come closer to being saved.  

I didn’t realize that my vocation as a teacher at the Saskatoon Open School had anything to do with working toward salvation.  Given the idea that salvation is striving toward health and really saving us from ourselves and our destructive behaviours it was indeed that very kind of work.  By gathering in community to strive for a better world we are doing the work of salvation.

I will close with the words of Dr. Rebecca Parker:

Love is the active, creative force that repairs life’s injuries and brings new possibilities into being.  Love generates life, from the moment of conception to the moment when we remember with gratitude and tenderness those who have died.  And in the darkest night, when our hearts are breaking, love embraces us even when we cannot embrace ourselves.  Love saves us and redirects us toward generosity.

Violence can break our hearts and efface the sacred goodness of life in this world.  The hope is this: Love, in its myriad forms, can recall us to life.

May we each place at the heart of our lives the transforming power of love.

May it be so.  

