Theologies of
Membership

What is a member? Perusing the definitions in numerous dictionaries yields a
wide variety of answers. One in particular, from an older edition of Webster’s
Dictionary, seems particularly relevant. This edition defines a member as
“...one who forms part of a metaphysical or metaphorical body.” This is
clearly a reference to the imagery found in | Corinthians 12:12.1 When UUA
President John Buehrens met with the Commission on Appraisal in the course
of our work on this report, he urged us, as part of our membership study, to
look at this text. This passage is so often quoted in the literature about church
membership that it is hard to ignore. How could this image be helpful to
Unitarian Universalists, given its endurance and power?

The image is powerful and enduring because it was carefully drawn out of
several powerful and enduring cultural contexts. The first was the idea of being
a covenanted people—the basic message of the Hebrew Bible. The early
Christian community held on to that idea of being in covenant—they understood
themselves to be people in covenant with the same God who had been in
covenant with their Abrahamic ancestors. They understood Jesus to be the medi-
ator of a new covenant, but that new covenant was in continuity with the old.
The word covenant is still relevant to our contemporary understanding of mem-
bership in the liberal church. In fact, one of the purposes of the Unitarian
Universalist Association’s strategic planning process, called Fulfilling the
Promise, is to encourage a process of recovenanting—both in local congregations
and among the congregations that together constitute the Association. Individual




Being a member of a community
of faith is what makes the
meaning of one’s religious
identity come alive.

Unitarian Universalists and congregations are being challenged to answer questions
such as: How shall we treat each other? What are we willing to promise each
other? What does it mean to be “We, the member congregations”?2

The author of | Corinthians, presumably Paul of Tarsus, also drew on the
understanding of citizenship in the Greco-Roman world in offering his body of
Christ metaphor. Being part of a larger whole—an individual contributing to
the workings of a larger organization—echoed the Hellenistic ideal of a democ-
racy in which every citizen participated. That ideal of participatory democracy
is imbedded in the heart of our Unitarian Universalist Principles in the words,
“...the use of the democratic process in our congregations and in society at
large....”

Further, Roman citizens understood themselves to be Romans no matter
where in the world they found themselves. Being a Roman bestowed an iden-
tity. When Paul reminded those Corinthian adherents that they were, by their
baptism, brought into one body, he was reminding them that their identity as
Christians was as profound as their identity as Romans. No matter where they
went or what happened to them, they would always be Christians. Would that
our identification as Unitarian Universalists bestowed such a profound sense of
religious identity!

This kind of deep identification with our faith tradition would, perhaps,
keep our young people committed to Unitarian Universalism after graduating
from our religious education programs. It would change the membership
practices in our local congregations so that they reflected the depth of love
and care that we feel for them. No more ““easy in, easy out” attitude! A mean-
ingful religious identity is a reflection of a meaningful path to membership.
And a meaningful path to membership can only be laid by people who have
committed to our congregations; people who have not only “signed the book™
but have experienced an increasing spiritual depth. Identity, spirituality, and
sense of commitment all depend on each other to develop. Whether a
Christian in the Roman Empire or a Unitarian Universalist in contemporary
Western culture, a religious identity both bestows something upon and asks
something of one.

But just as the Roman citizen self-identified as a Roman, he/she was a
member of a local colony—a subset of the empire.2 One needed to be part of
a local community in order to live out one’s identity. So too, affiliation with a
local church was important to maintaining the meaning of the Christian iden-
tity. Just claiming the label Christian did not bestow that profound identity.
Being a member of a community of faith is what makes the meaning of one’s
religious identity come alive. Not just by faith, but by affiliation is one saved!
And so it is with Unitarian Universalism. We are, by historical tradition, a
strongly congregational faith. Primary religious affiliation, like the power of
decision making, is located primarily in the local congregation. While many
people claim to be Unitarian Universalists without affiliating with a Unitarian
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Universalist congregation, a more profound identity develops in the context of
the local congregation.

It is important to understand that Chapter 12 in | Corinthians begins by
talking about spiritual gifts.* Paul urges his followers to recognize the many
and varied spiritual gifts in the Christian community and to welcome and make
use of all of them. He then goes on to use a metaphor of the body to describe
the church. All are brought together by baptism and together make up one
spiritual body. No one organ or part is more important than another; all are
essential to the healthy functioning of the whole. In fact, the more frail parts
are the most indispensable; the most unseemly are given the most honor: “If
one member suffers, they all suffer together with it; if one member is honored,
all rejoice together with it. Now you are the body of Christ and individually
members of it” (I Cor. 12: 26-27).

The emphasis of this text is on building a fellowship based on equality,
unity, and mutuality.> The church that Paul urges the Corinthians toward is
one in which individual persons become part of something greater. It is not a
place one would join simply in order to “find one’s self.” A family shopping
for the church with the most benefits would not find this one to their liking.
As Bernard Jones puts it, “It is clear that the church was not an organization
that an individual went along to join as he might make an application to join
a golf club. It was an ‘ecclesia’—a group of people called . ..””8 A calling implies
the expectation of a serious and transforming relationship. People called to
membership take that membership seriously. A church built on equality, unity,
and mutuality will appeal to those who are looking for a repository for their
particular gifts and talents, who are looking for a place to grow beyond their
own particular perspectives. It is also a church that will appeal to people who
are looking for a way to live out their faith in the larger community. It is a
church that celebrates the whole that is so much more than the sum of the
parts, that welcomes and encourages all comers to be part of an organic enti-
ty that stretches well beyond the vision or intent of any one individual leader.
It is a church where “I can take care of myself” is replaced by “We can and will
take care of each other.”

It is almost a cliché that individualism and personal entitlement have come
close to crippling American democracy in general and Unitarian Universalism in
particular. What Robert Bellah calls ontological individualism has led to a loss
of a collective understanding of the common good at many levels from the halls
of Congress to the annual meetings of Unitarian Universalist congregations.
George Rupp claims that in this atmosphere, communities of faith have an obli-
gation to stand in opposition to a narrow focus on individual fulfillment:

Over against this orientation, communities of faith must oppose any and
every view that begins uncritically with separate selves and then almost
unavoidably becomes preoccupied with achieving satisfaction for the self,

“I can take care of myself” is
replaced by “We can and will
take care of each other.”
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A relevant theology of
membership will understand
membership as an organic and
ongoing process.

including satisfying relationships as simply a means to this end. Over
against this orientation, communities of faith must remind us all that we
do not begin as separate entities, which then somehow must become
connected.

Rupp rather elegantly and forcefully reminds us of the image that Paul gave to
the Corinthians: “Instead, we are all members of a common body—a body that
is broken, even fragmented, but that is also an expression of the finally all-
inclusiv;e divine-human community in which we live and love and have our
being.”

So if I Corinthians 12 has something to say to contemporary Unitarian
Universalists about the meaning of membership, what exactly is it? It is that
membership in a Unitarian Universalist congregation can be a profound
experience—an experience that brings us into covenant with other people who,
though diverse in their personal experiences and needs, all seek one thing in
common: wholeness. The experience of membership offers to individuals the
opportunity to become more whole, more committed to each other and to that
which is of ultimate worth, more grounded, more profoundly human, and
more aware of the gift of community. The experience of membership both
affirms inherent personal worth and confers a new and expanded sense of
worth as a member of a local congregation and as a Unitarian Universalist.

Becoming a member of the body of Unitarian Universalism is an opportuni-
ty to find honor, affirmation, freedom, commitment, and salvation. Understand
salvation not as an entry pass into another world at death, but as the recognition
that right here we have an opportunity to be more than we currently are, to
become complete, to find wholeness, health, shalom.

The ancient biblical metaphor for membership contained in I Corinthians
informs concepts learned from the very contemporary literature of systems the-
ory and organizational development. A relevant theology of membership based
on a systems view will understand membership as an organic and ongoing
process. People (members and potential members) seek out the particular rela-
tionship that is membership in a particular local congregation. Each individual
brings to this process certain needs, expectations, and personal history; the
congregation also carries its history and expectations into every new relation-
ship. Understanding the process means understanding what happens to that
organic whole (the congregation) as it expands and contracts in order to
accommodate the dynamic parts (members) that make it up. In developing a
theology of membership for Unitarian Universalism, we propose and attempt
to answer several questions.

First consider the question of identity. What is it that an individual assents
to in becoming a member? How is each of us changed by our experience of
membership in a local congregation? Just as importantly, how is the congre-
gation changed? And how does it remain the same—what is it about the
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church that is consistent, even immutable? Since membership in the local con-
gregation is built on relationships, a theology of membership will be a rela-
tional theology.

The next question is one of formation. If membership is an ongoing
process, what is it that | am becoming or moving toward as my journey into
membership progresses? What do | learn? What do | give and get? What struc-
tures are provided to ensure what Loren Mead calls the maturational growth
of the congregation?8

Finally there is the question of worship and ritual. How does the church
take note of and celebrate the identifiable moments when identity changes,
when milestones are reached in the process of formation? There are the obvi-
ous celebrations such as child dedications and new member recognition cere-
monies. What about installation of officers? Affirmation of lay ministries? We
note ritually the milestones in our faith journeys in many different ways. Youth
Sunday is, in many congregations, an opportunity for our adolescents to make
powerful statements about their faith and their sense of commitment.
Congregations that offer a Coming of Age program to their youth often give
youth an opportunity to conduct worship services in which they share their
adolescent faith journeys. Likewise, many Unitarian Universalist summer
camps and conferences, as well as district conferences and the General
Assembly, offer a bridging ceremony that welcomes older youth into the young
adult community. Perhaps some congregations also follow this practice. We
need to offer more such opportunities for people of all ages to reflect on their
faith journeys and their sense of connection to the congregation.

Unitarian Universalist minister Linda Olson-Peebles offers a definition of
ritual that is important to our understanding of worship. “Ritual,” she says,
“is an act or event which carries with it memory and association beyond the
event itself.” Rituals remind us that there is more to this life than just what we
bring to it.? John Burkhart, author of several preaching and worship texts,
adds this to our understanding: “Rituals are symbolic activities that speak for
themselves while pointing beyond themselves. They are expressive [for exam-
ple, when we light a chalice at the beginning of a service, we understand that
the chalice is more than just a candle—it is a reminder of our history, of our
connections to other Unitarian Universalists]. Worship changes people.””10

A theology of membership will include questions of identity, formation,
and worship practices. It should offer a vision of what life in the local
Unitarian Universalist congregation can be—a transcendent vision that
acknowledges the importance of the day-to-day work of the church but also
pulls people past issues of money and status into the realm of the ultimate. It
should organize our approach to faith, practice, and experience in the local
congregation. George Rupp, in his study of the nature of commitment in con-
temporary religious communities, reminds us that an adequate theology must
be both descriptive and prescriptive.ll That is, it must take into account the
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A healthy congregation will
experience growth and change
as will the individuals who
constitute it.

whole spectrum of realities it is attempting to address, and it must also enable
people to see the possibilities and ideas inherent in their communities of faith.

It is important to emphasize that the impetus for an individual to seek
membership in a local congregation is still a subjective experience, not a theo-
retical construct. As we develop our theology of membership, our prescription
will be to move from a focus on the individual to a focus on the organic whole.
But we must always remember that each person becomes part of that whole
through his/her individual lens. This assumption resonates with the first Source
in our Unitarian Universalist Statement of Principles and Purposes, a legacy
from our Transcendentalist ancestors.12 It also resonates with Henry Nelson
Wieman’s contention that theology must be empirical, by which he means that
theological thinking begins with the evidence we gather with our own senses:
“We can have no spiritual experience which does not include sense experience,
because the living organism is always sensing. ... Every power of cognition,
every power or appreciation, devotion, love and aspiration requires sense expe-
rience in its beginning and in its development.”13

We cannot create a theology (or a church) that is completely new. All we
can do is gather our various experiences of life and try to put together a com-
munity that responds to the questions, issues, and needs that those experiences
raise. This process will inevitably raise more questions and bring forth differ-
ent issues. A healthy congregation is an organic entity; it will experience
growth and change as will the individuals who constitute it.

As Unitarian Universalists we know as well as anybody that our church,
our faith, is the product of human reason and imagination. We also know that
our congregations are voluntary associations. They were created by free peo-
ple exercising their free will and making the decision to come together for wor-
ship, fellowship, and service. This is the legacy of our ancestors in the Radical
Reformation. Those brave people died for their belief that religion should be a
matter of choice. Rev. Dr. Rebecca Parker, president of the Starr King School
for the Ministry, reminds us that there are some relationships we are born into,
and others that we choose voluntarily. All those relationships bring benefits
and confer obligations. Our theology of membership will address both the ben-
efits and the obligations of our freely chosen religious association.

Our theology will reflect our history and our widely divergent contempo-
rary viewpoints. We don’t have an authoritative book, creed, or priestly class
to give credence to our corporate body. All we have is ourselves and each
other, and the many people who chose our particular path before us. George
Rupp says that one of the problems faced by the contemporary church in gen-
eral is coming to terms with the realization that the symbolic universe of reli-
gious communities is *“a creation of collective human insight and
imagination”4 as opposed to something that emerged directly from the hand
or mouth of God. It may be easier for us to live with that realization than it
is for some other religious faiths. But even that recognition requires a will-
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ingness to honor the collective, and to give up our assumption that any one
personal, subjective human experience is sufficient basis for a full religious
life. We move from the individual to the collective, seeking wholeness and
completeness.

So we gather our experiences, and we create our congregations. We
acknowledge that what we create is not completely new, though it may dif-
fer radically from other communities of faith. But just as we build on a
diverse spectrum of traditions and experiences, we also build on the thinking
of theologians from a wide variety of traditions. The Commission believes
that there are two major threads of contemporary theological thinking that
can inform our theology of membership: relational theologies and liberation
theology.

Relational Theologies

Relational theologies are ways to understand how it is possible to elevate
human relationships to the level of ultimate worth and meaning, to make real
John Buehrens’s assertion that Unitarian Universalism is a movement that
“embodies a reverent and respectful pluralism” (emphasis ours). One of the
most important things we learned from the focus groups we convened in the
research phase of this report is that for many people, the experience of fellow-
ship, of connection to other people, was the single most important factor in
evaluating the meaning of their membership. Interpersonal relationships make
going to church a more significant experience. We therefore wanted to devel-
op a theological framework that took this into account; a theology of human
relationships. Two of the most important theologians in this area of relational
theology are Mary Hunt and Henry Nelson Wieman.

Although Hunt and Wieman are in many ways light-years apart, they have
in common some basic assumptions that are particularly relevant to the work
of articulating a theology of membership for Unitarian Universalism. First of
all, both assume that in some way, individuals encounter the holy in intention-
al, nurturing relationships. Both authors are humanistic, not in the sense that
they necessarily reject the possibility of a deity, but in the sense that they believe
in the centrality of human experience. Rev. Harold Rosen offers this definition
of humanistic theology: “Wieman’s thought is humanistic, as opposed to tran-
scendentalist on one hand, or mechanistic on the other. He repeatedly empha-
sizes how all evidence to date supports the view that, for better or for worse,
human beings are the agents within whom the greatest value-appreciation has
been released into the known universe.””1°

Finally, relational theologies are transformative, generative, and directed
toward the creation of community. This means that individuals who enter into
particular relationships can expect to be changed by these relationships, to

Two major threads of
contemporary theological
thinking can inform our
theology of membership:
relational theologies and
liberation theology.
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When people talk to each other
about their lives, they learn to
attach meaning to experience.

become more caring, more concerned with the well-being of people around
them, and more able and willing to effect change.

In spite of what they have in common, the thought and the models pro-
posed by Hunt and Wieman are radically different from each other; so much
so that they cannot be presented together.

Henry Nelson Wieman is a process thinker; his work is based on the
assumptions of process philosophy developed by Alfred North Whitehead.
James Luther Adams has described Whitehead as a thinker whose

primary concern is to catch and communicate a religious vision of the
meaning of life, indeed to grasp and communicate a vision of greatness.
This vision, he is convinced, has to do with something more than the life
of the individual. In short...it is concerned with what individuals and
groups do with their solitariness in relationship—with their togetherness.6

Wieman describes religion as “man’s [sic] attempt to realize the highest good,
through coming into harmonious relations with some reality greater than him-
self, which commands his reverence and loyal service.”1’

Although Wieman is humanistic in his understanding of human nature
and its place in the universe, he is also theistic in that he believes that there is
something other than humanity that is worthy of our ultimate commitment.
God, in process theology, is not understood to be a Being, but a Process.
Wieman says, “God is the growth which springs anew when old forms per-
ish.””18 Rosen further elaborates that ““God, then, is the generative source of
all constructive values.”’19

Wieman proposes a four-step process through which creative interchange
happens. Keep in mind that this process is not linear but cyclical. Step one is
called emergent perspectives. In this step, individuals reflect on their own life
experiences. They do this not in isolation, but in a group setting. Each person
then communicates some of what he/she has concluded to others. When peo-
ple talk to each other about their lives—what has happened, what has been
important, what has been felt most deeply—they learn to attach meaning to
experience. The second step is progressive integration. In this step, the
exchange of meanings from step one leads each person to enrich his/her own
thoughts and feelings with the meanings of others. This step, unlike the first, is
more likely to happen in solitude.

The third step is called expanding appreciation. During this step the shared
values are integrated into one’s way of living, and as a result his/her world
expands—the range of experiences that he/she can understand and analyze is
larger. Wieman describes it as “a range and variety of events, a richness of
guality, and a reach of ideal possibility which were not there prior to this trans-
formation.””29 Though the subject for reflection is one’s own life, the process
requires the presence and encouragement of other people. The group allows
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each person to become more than any of them could have been while strug-
gling alone.

Wieman calls the final step in the creative interchange growing communi-
ty: “If you and | have expanded our appreciable worlds as individuals, then the
relations we have with our respective communities will also prove creatively
transforming, such that they will grow in healthy, non-competitive ways.”?1
This is the action step and it points the way toward justice, care of others, and
deepening of relational bonds.

The great value in Wieman’s work is that it gives us a way to make our
human relationships worthy of our ultimate commitment. In thinking about a
theology of membership, it is essential to be able to identify the very real
human-to-human relationships as the basic reality of people’s experience of
belonging to a congregation. If we can use language that elevates these rela-
tionships to the level of the holy—that which is of ultimate worth—we can
begin to explore membership as an experience that has deep and enduring
value.

Mary Hunt is a contemporary feminist theologian associated with the
Women’s Alliance for Theology and Ritual. Her basic contention is that friend-
ship is a relationship that reveals what is of ultimate worth to us. Friendship is
a voluntary association freely entered into by two or more persons. It reflects
human choice; the nature of the relationship shows intentionality. She has cre-
ated a model for the theological study of friendship that has four elements:
love, power, embodiment, and spirituality. The model is dynamic and circular,
like Wieman’s process of creative interchange. When these four elements work
in harmony the friendship is generative. This means that the process generates
something new ““for both persons and for the larger community of which they
are a part. Generativity is the hallmark of friendship.”’22

Love is the intention to recognize the drive in relationships towards unity
and community. Love is a commitment to deepen bonds between persons
without losing individuality. Love is the power that allows for unity in diver-
sity, that illusive goal we are always reaching for. By power, Hunt means the
ability of individuals to make choices. Power is individual and personal. It is
also social and structural. In a congregation built on a theology of friendship,
justice-seeking friends exercise their personal power in order to make changes
in structural power. Embodiment is included in the model to acknowledge the
fact that all of our reactions and relationships are mediated by our physical
bodies. As the Humanist psychologist Abraham Maslow teaches us, lack of
proper nutrition, rest, health care, pleasure, and work impinges on our abili-
ty to enter into community. Communities created out of the power and love
of friendship encourage their members toward ““healthy, integrated embodi-
ment.”22 This concept of embodiment reflects an understanding of the worth
of every individual, and echoes Buehrens’s description of Unitarian
Universalism.

We can use language that
elevates these relationships to
the level of the holy to explore
membership as an experience
that has deep and enduring
value.
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Personal spiritual growth and
social transformation are
equally important.

Spirituality is defined not as a private, ethereal quality but as an intention-
al process of making choices that affect self and community. Hunt believes that
concern for meaning and value is ultimately expressed in very concrete ways—
in ways that affect the quality of life for self and community. Spirituality is
attentiveness, focus, awareness of how our behavior and choices affect the peo-
ple around us.

Hunt’s model offers us another way to use covenantal language without
invoking the traditional God image of the traditional covenant. She elevates
aspects of human relatedness to the realm of the holy. Love, power, embodi-
ment, and spirituality become matters of ultimate concern and commitment.

Both Hunt and Wieman offer us a theological basis for talking about
human relationships as matters of ultimate worth. If we are to deepen the
meaning of membership in our congregations, it is essential that we acknowl-
edge that what we hold sacred is the community that is created when we come
together. Relational theologies can help us to invoke the holy when we talk
about our ways of being together.

Liberation Theology

Being together in a meaningful way is profoundly important, but it is not a suf-
ficient reason for the existence of the liberal church. If membership were based
only on face-to-face relationships, the church would lose its power to act as an
agent of transformation. Personal spiritual growth and social transformation
are equally important, and our congregations, in order to make membership
meaningful, must find ways to actualize these ideals. We therefore turn to the
theories of liberation theology to elucidate these outward-looking aspects of
membership.

The most basic definition of liberation theology would probably be “reflec-
tive praxis.” That is, a group of people think critically about their life experi-
ences, their cultural context, their history, and their faith stance. They then take
action based on the results of that reflection. This is not a linear process; it is
cyclical. Reflection and praxis are part of an ongoing process of engaging with
the world. This process would allow Unitarian Universalists to realize more
fully our dream of being a truly diverse and inclusive movement. It engages
human reason, makes room for a wide variety of experiences and opinions, and
empowers all people to the work of making sense of their own unique lives.

Several concepts that all liberation theologies hold in common are impor-
tant for us. The first is that theology done from a liberation perspective is
always contextual. This means that it is rooted in the particularities of a given
time and place; it emerges out of the real-life experience of the people engaged
in the process. This is what makes it possible for people who are relatively une-
ducated to “do” theology. Although it is rooted in particularities, it is related
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to the universal and points toward the development of meaning. Theologian
James Cone says, “I firmly believe that the issues to which theology addresses
itself should be those that emerge out of life in a society as persons seek to
achieve meaning in a dehumanized world.”24

Any Unitarian Universalist who has taken the Building Your Own
Theology curriculum will be familiar with the liberationist understanding of
the nature of theological inquiry. Rev. Dr. Richard Gilbert says in that curricu-
lum, “I continue to maintain that theology comes out of the tough and tender
experiences of life: first comes the experience (religion) and then the reflection
on that experience (theology).””2®

Second, liberation theology is an engaged theology. It is in dialogue with
the culture; it seeks to understand the history of a people in terms of their
experiences of oppression and freedom, exploitation and justice. “Do we
believe,” asks Unitarian Universalist theologian Dr. Thandeka, “that simply
to think about an issue is the same as to live in a way which exemplifies our
concern for the issue?”’26 This question, addressed specifically to Unitarian
Universalists, nudges us rather urgently toward engagement.

Third, liberation theology is always hopeful. History is mined in order to
understand not just what has happened but what could have been and what
still could be. It is, in essence, the use of history to project a more hopeful
future, what mujerista theologian Ada Maria lIsasi-Diaz calls “the preferred
future as a source of hope.”27 Unitarian Universalism has always been a hope-
ful faith—sometimes accused of unfounded optimism. However, if our faith in
the future comes not from ignoring the pain of the present but from trans-
forming it through a careful process of reflection and action, there is, as in the
tile of Rev. Dr. Frederick Muir’s book, a reason to hope. As liberation theolo-
gian Gustavo Gutierrez writes, “The commitment to the creation of a just soci-
ety, and, ultimately, a new humanity, presupposes confidence in the future.””28

Fourth, the basic process of liberation theology is critical reflection. This is
the place where we believe that exciting work could be done in Unitarian
Universalist congregations. We already have a tradition of honoring the use of
reason. We have too often assumed that only well-educated, well-read people
could “do” Unitarian Universalist theology. However, Rev. Lucy Hitchcock, in
a conversation with the Commission on Appraisal, reminded us that poor peo-
ple, uneducated people, can “be thoughtful about the world.”

Hitchcock referred to the work of Paolo Freire in this regard. Freire has
done groundbreaking work in Brazil with uneducated and illiterate populations.
His purpose is to move them from “naive awareness to critical awareness.””2°
His book Pedagogy For The Oppressed has applications in this country as well.
It is cited in a leadership training manual produced by Youthbuild USA, which
works with inner-city American youth. YouthBuild incorporates his ideas into
its youth organizing by building basic literacy and public speaking skills into all
programming.
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Critical reflection on lived
experience is not the exclusive
business of the intellectual elite
or the well-educated.

This is an exciting avenue for Unitarian Universalists to pursue in our quest
to make our congregations more diverse. Using a liberation process, we could
open up our process of theology building so that it recognizes and welcomes
the participation of people whom we have previously thought of as not well-
read or well-educated enough. It would be, first of all, a matter of educating
ourselves about the fact that critical reflection on lived experience is not the
exclusive business of the intellectual elite or the well-educated. Then, together
with our new partners in theology, we could all become what Gutierrez calls
the organic intellectuals, that is, ““theologians personally and vitally engaged in
historical realities.”’30

The fifth characteristic of liberation theology is that it is always a justice-
seeking process. Liberation theologies have all arisen out of the experience of
oppression—economic, social, and racial/ethnic. For each particular strand of
liberation theology, the basic question is always, “What does this painful expe-
rience mean, given the promises that our faith tells us God has made?”” In other
words, where is God in the process of oppression? The answer, in various
ways, is that God clearly expresses a preferential option for the poor. The pref-
erential option for the poor has been a part of biblical interpretation for mil-
lennia. The prophets of the Hebrew scriptures railed against economic
injustice. Jesus continually urged his followers to shed their worldly posses-
sions and focus on acts of justice and of healing. Rev. Richard Gilbert credits
Thomas Aquinas with best articulating the theological basis for this “prefer-
ential option” in his discussion of distributive justice.31 When the Bible is read
through the lens of this preferential option, a commitment to justice is an
inevitable result.

Justice seeking is the praxis piece of the cycle. Isasi-Diaz explains, “In
mujerista theology, praxis is critical reflective action based on an analysis of
historical reality perceived through the lens of an option for a commitment to
liberation.””32 The result of a belief that God has a preferential option for the
poor is not to sit around waiting for God to act on that preference. Belief in
the preferential option is, instead, the inspiration for people to act.

Isasi-Diaz talks extensively about the development of moral agency in
Hispanic women. Moral agency means making your own lived experience
available to others; it allows people to become self-determining. In mujerista
theology, moral agency is generative; that is, to become a moral agent means
to take on increased responsibility for and care for the community. It is not
about individual self-actualization but about changing the experience of the
whole community. “Life,” she says, “is life if it is linked to others.”33

While mujerista theology comes out of a theistic tradition, its theme of
moral agency is echoed in the work of Unitarian Universalist theologian
William R. Jones, a firm Humanist. Jones urges us to believe in ““the function-
al ultimacy of humanity.”’34 In other words, whether or not you believe there
is a God, you had better act as though a better world is up to you!
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And this leads to the sixth and final aspect of liberation theology—it is
Humanist. Not in the contemporary understanding of Humanist in opposition
to theist—but in the more traditional Renaissance meaning that focuses on the
centrality of human experience as the source of authority for moral and ethi-
cal decision making. Gustavo Gutierrez describes this clearly:

Humankind is seen as assuming conscious responsibility for its own des-
tiny. This understanding provides a dynamic context and broadens the
horizons of the desired social changes. In this perspective the unfolding of
all the dimensions of humanness is demanded—persons who make them-
selves throughout their life and throughout history. [emphasis ours]3°

The process and concepts of liberation theology can significantly inform
the process of identity and formation in Unitarian Universalist congregations.
We can use the liberation theology process to open up our congregations to a
variety of people who might otherwise find us puzzling or inaccessible.

Implicit Covenants

As we begin to consider the possibility of welcoming into membership a more
diverse population than we currently have, it is important to pay attention to
some of the unstated but implicit covenants that govern our congregations.

At some level a statement of purpose contained in the bylaws, or even an
affirmation read in services every Sunday, is nothing more than words on a
page. More significant to the life of any community than the words it says it
lives by are the affirmations (and negations) it actually lives by, expressed by its
accustomed behaviors, customs, processes, and traditions. Implicit covenants
are communicated almost subliminally, primarily by the real leaders—who may
or may not be the nominal leaders—of the community. These folk are the gate-
keepers, the matriarchs and patriarchs, the people who are continually teaching
“how we do things here.” This applies to all communities, not just congrega-
tions, but it certainly applies to congregations.

These implicit covenants are all the more powerful for the fact that they are
largely invisible to those who are already established in the community. They
are “just the way things are.” Woe to a fledgling minister, or a would-be lay
leader, who cannot see beneath the surface of the declared covenant of a con-
gregation to its subliminal rules and assumptions.

Implicit covenants are a fact of life. A community would not really be a
community without them. But they also represent the greatest barrier to
change. To take an obvious example, many if not most of our congregations
make stated commitments to diversity and openness, and some make even
more explicit declarations of welcoming persons regardless of race, class, or

The process and concepts of
liberation theology can
significantly inform the process
of identity and formation in
Unitarian Universalist
congregations.

Theologies of Membership 27



Communities change, as
individuals change, with great
difficulty.

sexual orientation. Yet by and large our congregations remain as they have
been—white and middle-class. Some change has occurred with regard to sexu-
al minorities, which is no doubt attributable in some measure to our relative
uniqueness in ordaining significant numbers of openly gay and lesbian clergy,
while many of the other even moderately liberal denominations have struggled
with this issue.

We can learn at least two things from these facts. One is the power of
implicit covenants, or to give it another name, the power of the status quo,
which should never be underestimated. Communities change, as individuals
change, with great difficulty. Like attracts like, so the way we were becomes
the way we are and the way we often continue to be. The second thing, how-
ever, is that change is possible. To reiterate an important point made earlier in
this report, each new member of a congregation changes it to some degree.
Individuals do not simply become members of a community. By their joining
and their participation the community is reconstituted, reformed, changed; it is
no longer quite what it was before. In this fact there is hope.

There is also hope in the fact that there are some aspects of our history, our
congregational culture, and our practices, that support and affirm the attempt
to gather a diverse membership.

More than seventy years ago, Rev. Dr. Earl Morse Wilbur wrote an exhaus-
tive history of the Unitarian side of our faith. He concluded that what makes
our movement unique in history is our emphasis on freedom, reason, and tol-
erance: “When the Unitarian movement began, the marks of true religions
were commonly thought to be belief in the creeds, membership in the church,
and participation in its rites and sacraments. To the Unitarian of today [1925]
the marks of true religion are spiritual freedom, enlightened reason, broad and
tolerant sympathy, upright character, and unselfish service.”36

Rev. John Buehrens has summarized our unique place in the contemporary
American religious landscape:

At a time when many of America’s historic ‘mainline’ denominations are
stagnant and divided, and when the politically motivated religious right
seems the most prominent expression of religion in our culture, Unitarian
Universalism offers a clear alternative—supporting the worth and dignity
of every individual, respecting the rights of conscience, promoting the prac-
tice of authentic democracy, and recognizing our interdependence with all
that exists. We do not have a required formula of belief. Instead, we
embody a reverent, respectful religious pluralism. [emphasis ours]3’

One of the purposes of religion, any religion, is to offer people the oppor-
tunity to search for meaning, to make connections, and to seek spiritual trans-
formation. Our particular contribution to that general purpose, always hoped
for but not always realized, is that embodiment of reverent, respectful plural-
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ism. There is a great deal of talk these days about diversity and about how to
create an atmosphere of respect for difference. We have always been a religion
that advocates the use of reason and the primacy of human experience. We
have been a faith that emphasizes process over content, covenant over creed.
These are tools and traditions that our congregations can use in order to
become places where diversity is welcomed and celebrated, places where every
person’s ideas and experiences are acknowledged, and where it is safe to bring
personal experience into the religious conversation. A Unitarian Universalist
theology of membership must take into account both the universal human reli-
gious need and the particular Unitarian Universalist response to that need.

Returning to Wilbur’s history, we consider the idea of spiritual freedom as
one of the most attractive aspects of our liberal faith. Ask a typical member of
a Unitarian Universalist congregation what particularly attracted him/her to
this way of faith and sooner rather than later he/she will say the word freedom.
“Freedom of conscience.” “Freedom of belief.”” What he/she would mean is the
non-creedal principle, which is indeed central to our tradition. But a church is
more than a club for freethinkers, or ought to be. You don’t need a church to
believe what you want, or to think for yourself. You need a church to be in
relationship with others. As the word itself implies, a community is defined by
something in common, gathered around some common purpose or belief.

As the theologian Martin Buber puts it, “The real essence of community is
to be found in the fact—manifest or otherwise—that it has a center. The real
beginning of a community is when its members have a common relation to the
center overriding all other relations: the circle is described by the radii, not by
the points along its circumference.””38 This is a crucial insight. A community is
defined by its center and by the various individuals’ relationships to that cen-
ter. Churches are commonly thought of as communities centered around a
creed or doctrine. Ours our centered around a covenant.

Explicit Covenants

We often say that our congregations are covenantal communities. A covenant
is a set of mutual commitments, promises, or agreements that form the bond
of a community, its center. Following the practice established early on by our
Puritan forebears, many of our congregations have explicit covenants,
whether in traditional or contemporary form and language, which individuals
“own” or “subscribe to” in the act of joining. These are sometimes called
“bonds of union” or “bonds of fellowship.” One of the most well-known of
these is a variant of the so-called Ames Covenant. In the original formulation
of its author, Rev. Charles G. Ames, the Ames Covenant read, “In the freedom
of the Truth, and the spirit of Jesus Christ, we unite for the worship of God
and the service of Man.” Another example, which also exists in several vari-
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ants, was composed by Rev. James Vila Blake: “Love is the spirit of this
church, and service is its law. This is our great covenant: To dwell together in
peace, To seek the truth in love, And to help one another.”

One point in declaring that our congregations are covenantal communities
is to emphasize that they are not creedal communities. We are united not by
common beliefs but by common purposes and intentions. The essential differ-
ence is between the words “we believe” (a creed, a statement of common
belief) and “we unite” (a covenant, a statement of common commitment).

Conrad Wright points out two “characteristic problems” with such state-
ments. The first is a matter of language. As he says, “Some Unitarian
Universalists are so allergic to particular styles of language that if they see a
covenant that is not in accord with their preference, they stop reading.” Some
congregations expend considerable energy in attempting to reformulate their
covenants to suit current tastes, though Wright himself suggests that since we
welcome and encourage diversity, it might be “better to have such statements
couched in language that represents nobody’s preference, that belongs to no
faction, so long as the substance behind the language is correct.””3° That is, as
long as it is centered on the affirmation “we unite.”

The second difficulty cited by Wright is of even more significance to the
concerns of this report:

The other problem with our covenants is that we do not take them seri-
ously enough. ... We need to pay more attention to what the commitments
are that are undertaken in a covenant relationship and how they may be
terminated. Joining a church should not be quite the same thing as joining
the National Geographic Association [sic].*0

If this problem is to be addressed at all, it needs to addressed in the
process of joining rather than at the point of departure. A truly covenantal
community will take its covenantal nature seriously and communicate its seri-
ousness to those considering membership. But the reality in most of our con-
gregations is that membership is treated at worst casually and even at best as
largely a matter of solely individual choice. In our success-oriented culture
both ministers and membership committees are often anxious to swell the
ranks of the enlisted, so that visitors may find themselves being invited to join
the congregation on their second or third appearance. It is encouraging in this
regard to see growing numbers of congregations now suggesting a number of
steps—such as taking a series of introductory classes or formal appointments
with the minister—prior to membership.

The recently formed Epiphany Community Church in Fenton, Michigan,
has taken another approach, one that has much to recommend it. This con-
gregation has “translated” its covenant (the Ames Covenant) into a series of
behavioral expectations, making explicit the commitments expected of both
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members and the congregation itself, one to another. “In the love of truth,”
for example, commits members to their own integrity: “I fearlessly seek the
truth of my life. | reflect on my beliefs and actions and take responsibility
for my spiritual growth.” At the same time the congregation “commits to
providing opportunities for truth-seeking. Worship classes, book studies
and discussion groups are available.” Each clause of the covenant is simi-
larly fleshed out in this manner, such that the meaning of membership is
vividly expressed. The entire text of the Epiphany model is attached as an
appendix to this report.

The Membership Threshold

If we take our covenants seriously, treating them as blueprints for community
rather than irrelevant but nice-sounding statements, then we will also begin to
take more seriously the meaning of membership in our covenanted communi-
ties. While some UUs dearly value what they call the ““easy in, easy out” cul-
ture, others recognize the need to imbue the membership experience with
significance. Dean M. Kelley, points out in his book Why Conservative
Churches are Growing that the fastest-growing churches tend to make joining
the church difficult, not easy. These churches place a *““high bar” at the mem-
bership threshold.

Written some thirty years ago, Kelley’s book is still worth reading and sub-
sequent research has largely confirmed his conclusions. The book has proved
prophetic in predicting the long-term, ongoing decline in mainline religion and
the rise of what he called ““serious™ or “strict” religious groups. His “Minimal
Maxims of Seriousness” are worth reflecting upon. “Those who are serious
about their faith,” Kelley writes,

1. Do not confuse it with other beliefs/loyalties/practice, or mingle them
together indiscriminately, or pretend they are alike, of equal merit, or
mutually compatible if they are not.

2. Make high demands of those admitted to the organization that bears
the faith, and do not include or allow to continue within it those who
are not fully committed to it.

3. Do not consent to, encourage, or indulge any violations of its standards
of belief or behavior by its professed adherents.

4. Do not keep silent about it, apologize for it, or let it be treated as
though it made no difference, or should make no difference, in their
behavior or in their relationships with others.1

This list is worth pondering. While some of their specific approaches would
be inappropriate to liberal congregations, there is no question that conserva-
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tive churches communicate their seriousness about the meaning and commit-
ments of membership. What does seem appropriate to liberal congregations is
to take with greater seriousness the meaning and implications of their covenan-
tal basis. We should, as Conrad Wright has suggested, take our covenants more
seriously than we often do.

One way of doing so may be expressed in our rites and ceremonies of mem-
bership. The churches of many other denominations make a big deal of the act
of joining as representing a moment of transformation in the life of the indi-
vidual. Baptism, for example, at least in the traditions where it is central, sym-
bolizes death and spiritual rebirth and enacts this process with a dramatic full
immersion. Most of our congregations, by contrast, treat this event rather
casually. In most, membership in the congregation is a voluntary individual
decision, recognized ceremonially but with little fanfare. This is in keeping with
our emphasis on individual conscience and free choice, but it fails to acknowl-
edge the spiritual importance of membership—not only to the individual mem-
ber but to the community itself.

Some of our older New England congregations, perhaps retaining forms
from the past, require a formal declaration of intent to join the congregation,
followed by a stipulated waiting period of weeks or even months before an
individual’s membership is confirmed. Presumably, the waiting period is to
encourage serious contemplation of the decision and may include some spiri-
tual discipline, required education, or pastoral conversation. If nothing else,
such requirements signal that the congregation takes membership as something
more serious than the casual signing of a book.

It is somewhat more common for the governing body of a congregation to
formally receive new members. Though certainly pro forma, such practice does
indicate and highlight the fact that membership is a reciprocal relationship, a
mutual covenant between an individual and a congregation with at least
implied obligations and responsibilities on both sides. Many congregations
stipulate a waiting period between the time of signing the membership book
and the conferring of voting rights.

A liturgical expression of the membership covenant is perhaps the most
common of all reception practices, usually in the form of a ceremony of wel-
come incorporated into a Sunday worship service. Often these recognition
events are rather informal. Taken with appropriate seriousness (as they com-
monly are by the new members themselves), they can serve as regular
reminders and expressions of the fact that the congregation is a covenantal
body, created by mutual promises and a sense of mutual obligation between
and among its members, new and continuing.

The importance of allowing the children of the congregation to be in atten-
dance on such occasions is often overlooked. Here is an opportunity for the
children to witness a liturgical expression of the basic nature of the congrega-
tion, characterized by voluntary association and covenantal obligation. They
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may learn from such repeated experiences that congregation membership
deserves to be and is taken seriously by the adult community. A similar case
can be made for children’s attendance at other important events in the congre-
gation’s liturgical life that define and express the community, such as christen-
ings, dedications, and coming-of-age rituals.

To recapitulate: The distinguishing characteristic of our Unitarian congre-
gations is that they are covenantal bodies. We are united as congregations not
by common beliefs but by common commitments. Covenantal congregations
are united not by statements of shared beliefs but instead by mutual promises.
There are both implied and explicit commitments that the members of a con-
gregation make to one another in joining themselves together; this is their
covenant, made of mutual commitments of support, presence, and participa-
tion. The most familiar example of a covenantal relationship is marriage, in
which the wedding vows are the covenant.

We moderns no longer take our covenants as seriously as did people in
earlier times. As Conrad Wright has written with specific reference to our
churches: “We do not remind ourselves that a covenant is an agreement made
between parties, not a statement by an individual to be discarded and forgot-
ten unilaterally. A church united by covenant is made up of people who have
made commitments to one another.”#2 He quotes the Cambridge Platform:
“Church-members may not remove or depart from the Church, & so one
from another as they please, nor without just & weighty cause but ought to
live & dwell together.””43

In those long-ago times people treated the bonds of church membership as
seriously as they did the bonds of matrimony, which is to say very seriously
indeed. The Commission invites Unitarian Universalists to return to the prac-
tice of taking membership seriously. We also invite Unitarian Universalists to
consider a new, expanded, and generous definition of membership. This report
is an urgent plea to create congregations that are inclusive and welcoming;
most especially it is a plea to create non-traditional paths to membership that
would usher in people who have previously felt unwelcome in our congrega-
tions. We believe that the survival, strength, and impact of our movement is
dependent on strong, committed members at the local level.

If we were to re-create our congregations using the concepts of relational
and liberation theology discussed earlier in this chapter, if we were to invite all
of the people circling around the periphery of Unitarian Universalist congrega-
tions to tell their stories and to let their stories inform our decision making
around membership practices, how would our congregations change? We are
certain that we would see a small explosion of growth as people who long for
affiliation with our religious communities found themselves welcomed. Our
congregations would become more diverse—ethnically and theologically—as
folks whose values are congruent with ours found new ways to express their
spirituality within our walls. Music, dance, visual expressions, poetry,
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language—all would be transformed as our membership expanded. Infusions of
energy from young people—both those who grew up in our congregations and
those just finding our faith—would further transform our congregations in
exciting ways.

One goal of this study of the meaning of membership is to enable our con-
gregations to become more vital, more effective, and more diverse. Another goal
is to help congregations create a membership process that allows individuals to
deepen their experience of participation—to imbue the process of becoming a
member with a spiritual meaning well beyond the technicalities of signing a
book or voting. Unitarian Universalists want to belong to vital, growing, chang-
ing congregations that look outward as well as inward, congregations that sup-
port the spiritual growth and deepening faith of individual members and still
ask questions about how they fit into the larger community. In order to achieve
these goals, we propose an expanded definition of membership.

The Commission suggests that Unitarian Universalists begin to look at
membership as an ongoing process of affiliation and connection between indi-
viduals (members) and the larger group (the congregation). The decision to
become a part of the life of a Unitarian Universalist congregation is not neces-
sarily made logically or in a linear mode. Amy Sales and Gary Tobin, in their
survey of contemporary research about the way Americans affiliate with reli-
gious communities, emphasize the emotional, spiritual, and experiential
aspects of the membership decision:

... decisions about affiliation or dropping out are highly charged emotion-
ally. Unlike decisions about which automobile to purchase or what color to
paint one’s house, decisions about church or synagogue membership touch
on an individual’s identity, ideology and beliefs, faith and spirituality, and
on how all these will play out in the context of the family. These issues
involve deep feeling.*4

The sense of belonging, of making a commitment on a spiritual level, may
or may not be congruent in time with the act of signing a book or doing what-
ever is required to vote. David Bartholomew, writing about the issue of mem-
bership in contemporary American congregations, urges the separation of the
voting role from the spiritual milestone.#® Taking note of and honoring the spir-
itual milestone for each member, rather than celebrating only the technical act
of book-signing, would encourage many different kinds of people to become
involved in the life of the local congregation. Membership committees could
then begin to focus on the relational aspects of the membership process rather
than the technical problem of categorizing people based on whether or not they
vote, pledge a certain amount, or have their signatures in a certain place.

Rather than focusing on defining qualifications for voting members, we
suggest that congregations focus on appropriate participation as the variable
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that defines membership. Those that participate appropriately in the life of the
congregation constitute its membership.

Appropriate participation can range from simple presence at worship, to
making a contribution once a year, to bringing one’s needs for ministry to the
community. For example, a long-time member who is now confined to a nurs-
ing home participates appropriately by remaining on the mailing list and
receiving visits from the minister and other caring members of the community.
Another person may, due to limitations of health or circumstance, be present
in the prayer life of the congregation, and this is appropriate participation also.
Having needs and allowing oneself to be “ministered unto” is one way to par-
ticipate appropriately in the life of the congregation.

Parents whose children are grown may choose not to attend but continue
to write a check every year because they want to ensure the ongoing presence
of the congregation in their town. We cannot define precisely appropriate par-
ticipation or presence, but every congregation can broaden its understanding
of membership to include many more people who wish to be part of the life of
the congregation but don’t fit into the traditional membership categories.
Rather than trying to make rules about who is a member and who is not, one
local congregation places people in a Caring Circle when they attend at least
monthly. This is one measure of presence and invites further appropriate par-
ticipation even from people who have not made the traditional “signing the
book” commitment to membership. We encourage congregations to think cre-
atively about what appropriate participation might be for individuals and fam-
ilies with differing circumstances who wish to be part of the congregation in
some way.

Participation in the life of the community does assume some form of
accountability to the community. Accountability has to do with a willingness
to take some responsibility for the quality of life in the congregation. One new
member interviewed soon after joining a UU congregation commented that
although the decision to join had been completely subjective, he knew that the
subjective experience demanded of him some pretty objective changes in
behavior. He listed pledging at a higher rate, volunteering more seriously, and
taking responsibility for the congregation. “Being a member is living it, not
being passive.” Recall the comment cited earlier regarding membership as a
measure of how strongly a person wants to influence the destiny of the group.

Appropriate participation also assumes assent to the covenant of the con-
gregation. Remember that in our discussion about the particular niche that
Unitarian Universalism occupies in the American religious landscape, an
emphasis on covenant rather than on creed was one of the identifiers. In order
for members, especially new members, to assent to a covenant, the congrega-
tion has to have a covenant that is explicit. It is the responsibility of the group
to define the ways it wishes to be together, to be clear with newcomers about
the expectations of the group, and to remind each other frequently about the
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terms of the covenant. A caveat here: This does not mean that each new mem-
ber who joins a congregation remakes himself/herself in the image of the
covenant. In fact, if we understand the congregation to be an organic entity,
every new person who participates actively in the life of the congregation
changes the dynamic and, in effect, causes the covenant to be rewritten.

The Commission recommends that Unitarian Universalist congregations
significantly expand their membership practices and definitions to embrace all
people who wish to participate in a meaningful and healthy way in the life of
the local congregation. The people who are participating appropriately are the
constituency of your congregations. Rather than focusing on qualifications for
voting, minimum pledge payments, age, theology, or any other attribute, we
urge congregations to look at the range of people who share the worship life,
the social life, and the justice-seeking life of the congregation. This is our mem-
bership, though all may not have signatures in the membership book. We rec-
ognize that this is a radical departure from the practices of many, if not most,
membership committees. We also recognize that this practice raises some com-
plicated issues around identity, accountability, inclusion, and definition.
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