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It is Halloween Night—All Hallow’s Eve.  On this crisp autumn night one solitary figure, dressed in a black cloak, moves with determined steps over cobbled streets.  In one hand he carries a piece of paper-- in the other hand, a hammer.  The town is Wittenberg, Germany. The year is 1517. And the man is an Augustinian monk named Martin Luther.

His posting of the “95 Theses,” on the door of Castle Church was something like a 16th century version of a viral Internet video.  The “95 Theses” focused on Luther’s disapproval of papal powers, and it caught the imagination of a large number of people in a very short time.  
In this single act, Martin Luther fanned the flames of the Protestant Reformation.  The reformation eventually brought into being over 30,000 protestant denominations including Unitarian Universalism.

Even before Luther’s “95 Theses,” people across Europe were reading and thinking and criticizing the traditional practices of the Roman Catholic Church.  New printing presses were producing bibles that lay people could read.  And they were churning out pamphlets and books questioning well-established assumption about the earth, the universe and God.
One such group of readers and thinkers was the Swiss Brethren who had joined the Reformation movement in Zurich.  This group of young scholars and intellectuals shared a love of learning.  They followed a charismatic leader, Ulrich Zwingli who taught them to read the New Testament in Greek and groomed them for future leadership.    But the young scholars were hungry for even more reform, and their ideas moved far beyond that of their teacher Zwingli.   They went so far as to withhold their infant children from the traditional baptism because they believed that a person ought to be old enough to make a personal commitment to the faith.   Zwingli gave them an ultimatum:  conform to his teachings, leave Zurich, or go to prison.  They left Zurich. 
The day of their departure was in late January.  About a dozen young men walked out of town, heads lowered to keep the blowing snow off their faces.  By nightfall, they had arrived at the home of a friend.  Dejected and disappointed, they began to pray.  After the prayer one of them asked his companion to baptize him.  And since there was no ordained clergy to perform such work, he did baptize his friend.  Then they proceeded to baptize all the others in the room.  They pledged that they would live as true disciples of Christ, to teach the gospel and hold the faith.

This was the most revolutionary act of the Reformation—an act that symbolized a complete break with Rome.   With this act, Anabaptism was born.
Anabaptists were brutally persecuted by both the Roman Church and the Protestants.  Women were drowned and men were burned for their heresies.   The Mennonites and the Amish are direct dependents of the Anabaptists.  The Quakers, the Unitarians, the Universalists, and the Baptists are also related to the Anabaptists.
It may surprise you that Unitarian Universalists can claim any proximity to the Baptists.   In the view of many UU’s, Baptists are on the opposite side of the religious spectrum. 
When I first moved to the South 3 ½ years ago, I admit to having some pre-judgments about Southern Baptists.  They were not the first people I sought out.   My first collegial connections were made with the women clergy—Episcopal priests, Jewish rabbis, UCC chaplains, and catholic lay ministers.  
My work with All Together, the local racial harmony group, gave me a bridge to the Baptists, but we still have some difficulty finding common ground.  Acceptance of our Gay Bisexual Lesbian Transgender neighbors, affirmation of women’s equality in the home and in the pulpit, and respect for other religious perspectives are some pretty big hurdles to overcome.   Not to mention the trinity, the inerrancy of the Bible and eternal damnation in Hell.
Why, then, should we spend any time trying to understand the Baptists?
Why make any attempt to find common ground?
Why? Because there are more Baptist churches in our town than any other faith group.
Because they are our neighbors, they are our friends, and they are us. 

How many of you consider yourself Baptist or are former Baptists?

Well, if the Baptists are right about the Perseverance of Saints, which means, “once saved, always saved,” you’re all set!
Baptists and Unitarian Universalists do share some of the same religious roots.  But of course, the Radical Reformation was a long time ago, and the branches that grew out of those roots have diverged quite a lot since they crossed the ocean to plant seeds in the new world.  
And yet, there are four (4) core principles that still shape how we practice our respective faiths:
First, both Baptist and Unitarian Universalist faiths are non-creedal.  There are statements of belief, there are affirmations of principles and purposes, but no creed that one must adhere to in order to be considered a member of the body. 

Second, Baptists and UU’s along with a few others, practice congregational polity. This means that each congregation is autonomous.  There are no bishops and no hierarchal office that direct us in our affairs.  
We own our own buildings; we call our own ministers; and we choose whom to ordain.    This means that from congregation to congregation, you will find a great diversity.   You know that’s true for UU congregations—some are more Christian, some are more pagan. Some are more new-agey and other are more philosophical.  
The same is true for Baptists.  There are about 60 different kinds of Baptists in the United States—from the Progressive Baptists who ordain women, to the Two Seed in the Spirit Predestination Baptists (you thought we had a long name!) who believe that you either have a bad seed in you or you have a good seed in you and there is nothing you can do about it.  There are Freewill Baptists who practice the ritual of foot-washing and the American Baptists, a liberal-leaning, racially diverse church.  Then there are the Southern Baptists who… well, I have a few things to say about them a little later.  
Baptist and UU’s treasure religious freedom—freedom from state sanctioned religion, freedom from state interference in church affairs, and freedom to worship however we wish.
Out of this treasured value of religious freedom come the third and fourth shared principles:
#3--the priesthood of all believers.  Neither the Baptists nor the UU’s think the ordained clergy have special powers that are not available to anybody else in the body of the faithful.  Everyone has the power to interpret the sacred texts; everyone has the power to minister, and everyone has the responsibility to minister.  
The fourth principle also arises from our value of religious freedom.  The Baptists call this “Soul Competency.”    Soul Competency is our innate ability to know God and to respond to God’s grace with free choice.   The primary relationship is between a person and God, and so one can find God anywhere and worship God anywhere.  There is no need for a temple or cathedral. There is no need for a cleric or rituals to mediate this relationship.
Unitarian Universalists have a concept similar to Soul Competency.  It was described by William Ellery Channing and later by the Transcendentalists.  It is listed as the first of our six sources.
Channing preached in the early 19th century and helped to define the Unitarian movement.  He taught that every human being is born with powers or capacities of the soul.  These include the capacity to feel the presence of grace, the ability to respond to beauty, the power to discern what is good.  The purpose of life, then, is to unfold all of our powers.
Later in the 19th century, a group of young Unitarian women and men were looking for an alternative to the religious expression of their parents and grandparents.  They came to be known as the Transcendentalists.   One of their central ideas was that human beings contained within themselves a mysterious internal principle that guided them toward religious truth—an intuitive capacity more profound and reliable than scriptures, [churches], or tradition. This spiritual sixth sense pointed toward “transcendental” truths such as the universal brotherhood and sisterhood of all people, the ability of the human individual to commune directly with the divine, and the presence of the sacred in the natural world.  (from an article entitled, The Self-Reliant and the Social Reformers in UU World Magazine, 5/15/08) 

Ralph Waldo Emerson was an influential leader among the Transcendentalists. 

He asked “Why should not we also enjoy an original relation to the universe?  Why should not we have a poetry and philosophy of insight and not of tradition, and a religion by revelation to us, and not the history of theirs (referring to the older generation)?”
Unitarian Universalists look to many sources for wisdom and guidance.  The first of these is the “Direct Experience of that transcending mystery and wonder, affirmed in all cultures, which moves us to a renewal of the spirit and openness to the forces that create and uphold life.”  (UU Principle #1)
We are all capable of having this kind of first hand experience of the Holy.    

I know that you have competency in many areas of your life--in working with your hands to build and repair, in the field of science and education; in the realm of parenting and nursing and coaching.  You feel competent in these areas.
But how many of us feel competent in our spiritual life?

It is easier, in some ways, to eavesdrop on someone else’s experience of that “transcending wonder and mystery.”  It is inspiring to read their poetry, to listen to their songs, to hear their stories of holy encounter. 
But why not have a holy encounter ourselves?

Why not enjoy an original relation to the universe?
Next week, I’m going to go further into this idea of holy encounter, so let me get back to the Baptists…
As I mentioned earlier, there are more than 60 different kinds of Baptists in the United States.   The Southern Baptists represent the largest group.  In fact, they are also the largest Protestant denomination in this country.  Over the last 20 years or so, fundamentalists within the Southern Baptist leadership have been steering away from some of those core principles I laid out earlier.   For example, Baptists have historically been non-creedal.

But the fundamentalist leadership of the SBC, the Southern Baptist Convention, has forced creedalism on their member congregations through a document released in 2000 entitled “The Baptist Faith and Message.”  It has become a creedal test for membership.
Whereas Baptists have traditionally believed in the Priesthood of all Believers, the newer fundamentalists are putting pastoral authority above the Priesthood of Believers. 
And lastly, the SBC is reining in the idea of Soul Competency.  As one critic writes,  “It seems that soul competence was all well and good when it undermined the Catholic claim to spiritual authority. But once too many souls were competent enough to interpret Scripture in ways that the conservative leaders didn't like, soul competence became a liability.” (from a Blog post http://www.jonathantweet.com/home.htm)
These changes have caused some people to describe the SBC as moving right into the Bronze Age.  Prominent people have left the SBC including Bill Clinton and Jimmy Carter.    Normally, we don’t pay attention to the internal conflicts of other denominations. We have enough of our own drama at the UUA to keep us busy.

But the SBC wields a tremendous amount of power, and they are using that power to limit the lives of women and GLBT families.    I hope that by giving you a little more knowledge you may feel competent to speak with your Baptist neighbors, parents, sisters and bothers.   You are all capable of being prophets and ministers.  “Give the people something of your vision, give them not hell, but hope and courage.  Preach kindness and everlasting love.” (from early Universalist, John Murray)
May it be so.  Amen.
