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It began, oddly enough, with the hysteria of the Salem witch trials of 1692. Samuel Sewell was 
one of nine judges, following orthodox Puritan beliefs, who convicted 19 innocent people, 14 
women and 5 men, to death by hanging as witches. Five years later Judge Sewell apologized for 
his part in letting orthodoxy destroy innocent people’s lives, and he moved with his son and 
daughter to the little hamlet of Muddy River to help form a different kind of community.  
 
On the stone sign on the old town green just outside our church, you will notice his son Samuel 
Sewell Jr. was the first signatory on the petition asking the legislature to grant the community of 
Muddy River designation as the town of Brookline. Samuel Sewell Jr. was one of the first 
deacons of this church. Because this was intended to be a non-orthodox faith community, they 
covenanted to give themselves one to another, walk together as a congregation, faithfully watch 
over one another and delight for joy to abide in their midst. 
 
Two generations later, when the founders of this community had died, the Massachusetts Bay 
Colony faced another crisis. Growing numbers of rebels wanted to overthrow the legitimate 
authority of King and Parliament and to introduce capitalistic democracy in its place.  In this 
community, like many of the towns west of Boston, the rebels (or sons of liberty as they liked to 
be called) were probably in the majority. However, our minister in those days, Rev. Joseph 
Jackson, had become quite conservative, partly in response to the religious chaos of the Great 
Awakening, and tried to maintain an Anglican orthodoxy that supported both King and 
Parliament in their natural rights. 
 
As the crisis became more divisive, he often tried to salvage Tory or loyalist properties from the 
rebels, and in the turmoil leading up to open warfare, our parsonage was burned to the ground, 
on June 8, 1774, leaving Rev. Jackson to move into one of the abandoned loyalist houses with 
his family. In difficult times, we haven’t always been kind to each other, but on the eve of 
Revolution this community emerged as the most solidly patriotic stronghold living close in to the 
loyalist city of Boston.  
 
So when George Washington needed someone to fortify Dorchester Heights and drive the British 
army and loyalists out of Boston, he turned to John Goddard of this congregation to place the 
cannons and ammunition for the siege of Boston. It was 235 years ago that this congregation 
helped bring Massachusetts into the emerging United States of America, and 100 years ago today 
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that this congregation erected the Goddard windows to commemorate our part in our national 
story. 
 
We are a creative community of spirit, ever renewing ourselves in the midst of complacency or 
crisis, but ever mindful of the freedom that is our heritage, and the responsibilities that 
accompany freedom. 
 
In the latter half of the 20th century, theologian James Luther Adams was our leading advocate 
for how we create Unitarian Universalist communities of creative spirit.  He often focused upon 
the freedom inherent in our living faith and emphasized the accountability we each have to be 
open to new thoughts, new ideas, new experiences, and to hearing each other as we come 
together in community, not only with our ears but also with our hearts.  
 
We need one another.  We need to participate together in congregational conversations. Such 
conversations are part of being a covenanted community of faith seeking to find creative spirit in 
community. 
 
But it is not enough for us to agree among ourselves, even if we could, for James Luther Adams 
asserts that to be a true spiritual community, rather than just a social club, we must also enter into 
covenant with the ultimate source of existence. What he calls “that sustaining and transforming 
power not made with human hands. It binds together families and generations protecting against 
any claim to absolute truth or authority.” 
 
Adams writes about where we fit within the free church movement: “I call that church free which 
brings individuals into a caring, trusting fellowship, that protects and nourishes their integrity 
and spiritual freedom; that yearns to belong to the church universal; it is open to insight and 
conscience from every source; it bursts through rigid tradition, giving rise to new and living 
language, to new and broader fellowship. It is a pilgrim church, a servant church, on an 
adventure of the spirit.” 
 
I call that church free which empowers our participants of every age to embrace our spiritual 
lives. For adults that often means learning to be vulnerable in community. For children it often 
means creating an environment to embrace their spiritual journeys in community. Last Sunday 
we turned an infant away from our program because we had too many babies in the room for the 
space and number of care givers we had. Such decisions break my heart. We are a Unitarian 
Universalist Welcoming Congregation, so we have more adopted children here, we have more 
mixed race and blended families, and some children have special needs. We are also committed 
to keeping every child safe, within a warm and loving church environment, while providing them 
opportunities to grow into the people they were born to be.  Our religious exploration programs, 
for both children and adults, speak to how we provide creative spirit in community.     
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The authority for how we do church rests firmly within our purposes and principles.  We 
covenant to affirm and promote the inherent worth and dignity of every person. That serves to 
inform how we think about turning children, or anyone, away.  It also informs how we think 
about climate change, immigration rights, the socio-economic issues raised by Occupy Boston, 
and our efforts for food justice. We believe in justice, equity and compassion in human relations; 
acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth in our congregations; a free 
and responsible search for truth and meaning; the right of conscience and the use of the 
democratic process within our congregations and in society as a whole.  
 
Come participate in our community conversations!  We believe in the goal of world community 
with peace, liberty, and justice for all; and respect for the interdependent web of all existence of 
which we are a part. These purposes and principles empower our theology of human creative 
spirit in community and our concept of divine mystery that is the ground of our being. Not all 
faith communities approach doing community as we do.  This is our way and has been for nearly 
300 years. Words change over time, but we are community.      
 
I want to explain how I understand those who choose orthodoxy. There have always been a few 
people who have experienced a direct encounter with what I often call the divine mystery, but is 
also called ground of being, that which is worthy of our confidence and worship, and most often 
simply God. They can be enlightened and transformed by that encounter. They may attempt to 
explain what they have experienced and people who hear them are often also deeply moved. 
 
Over a next generation or two a symbol system grows up that attempts to capture the defining 
nature of the divine mystery, and in pursuit of getting it right, the metaphor becomes more real to 
many than the original experience. Then, in order to preserve this consensus view of right 
thought (and perhaps right behavior), orthodoxy grows up to defend the faith from deviants and 
heretics, only to be overturned eventually by those with their own direct experience of the divine 
mystery. This battle between honoring tradition and honoring our own experience continues.  
There is no right answer, but only dialectic between reason, tradition and experience in our lives.  
 
Much of western thought, especially theology, has been heavily dependent upon the brilliant 
Greek philosopher Plato. Book 7 of the Republic of Plato begins with a thought piece of a cave 
as an analogy of human experience. Picture all human beings as prisoners chained and bound in 
a dark cave, able only to look forward. While real experience happens behind them, they see 
only the reflection of experience on the wall in front of them.  
 
What stories and rules will they devise to help make meaning of that which they can only see 
indirectly?  Will one interpretation of reality come to dominate their meaning making as a 
group?  What would happen if a small minority broke loose from their bounds and could 
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approach the cave entrance to see reality directly?  Would they be able to see or be blinded by 
the glory of the sun? Could they adequately explain their experience to those who are still bound 
in the only reality they have ever known? Or would they be shunned as heretics describing 
something enticing and glorious but beyond human reality?  
 
Would you rather know what is right or experience something directly for yourself?  This choice 
has overshadowed humanity’s spiritual exploration for thousands of years.  We see it unfolding 
over the centuries in every major world religion. In Eastern Orthodoxy and Roman Catholicism, 
the creeds are established by church councils and tradition, but they often encourage a 
tremendous diversity of spiritual experiences within their orthodoxy. 
 
It is not uncommon to discover that many American Roman Catholics disagree with the church 
on much of its teachings and doctrines, yet remain faithful to their faith because of the spiritual 
comfort they derive from it.  It is not unusual to find Episcopalians, Lutherans or Jews who take 
great comfort from the repetitive rituals of their faiths, yet who would not even think of agreeing 
with the claims of orthodoxy. 
 
Americans in the 21st century don’t generally believe with Plato that direct experience of reality 
is limited to a select few. That is why we prefer the wisdom of the congregation and democratic 
processes to Plato’s philosopher king autocracy.  We prefer a religion which provides purposes 
and principles that can guide us on our journey, so we don’t disappear into bogs or brambles, but 
which encourages us to explore and embrace divinity however and wherever it might be found.      
 
I initially titled this sermon Heretics of the Holy Spirit to reflect that Unitarian Universalists have 
often chosen direct experience over settled creeds of orthodoxy, but it was pointed out to me that 
many of our congregations are as likely to be fixated with the rituals and practices of their 
parents as they are to be open to direct experience of the divine themselves. Yet our goal as 
James Luther Adams reminds us “is the prophet hood and priesthood of all believers…  It aims 
to find unity in diversity under the promptings of the spirit.”  
 
UU Frederic John Muir defines such spirituality as the inner dimension of our lives.  He writes: 
“Spirituality refers to the inner dimension, a depth dimension, of every person.  Every religious 
tradition has some facet that speaks to this spiritual side of our humanness: indigenous faiths are 
permeated by mysticism, Judaism has Hassidism and Kabala, Islam has Sufi, Christianity has 
numerous spiritual and mystical traditions. These, and many others, all speak to spirituality as 
this inner dimension of being religious.”     
 
When I leave on sabbatical one month from today, I expect to spend some time with the Sufis in 
rural Turkey and the Taoists in Hong Kong and southwestern China as part of engaging in my 
own direct experience of this deep mystery. And as we embark on a series of conversations about 
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our future as a creative spiritual community, which I expect to rejoin with you upon my return 
six months from today, we will collectively discern what creative spirit in community looks like 
for this particular 21st century post-modern UU Welcoming Congregation. The road is long, the 
future uncertain, but I know that we will emerge a beacon of Unitarian Universalism for a world 
that desperately needs vital congregations such as ours. 
 
And as we embark upon our visioning, I trust we will not be too focused upon the complacency 
or crisis of the moment, but reach out to a broader community of fellow spiritual seekers, who 
can help us to envision a creative spirit in community that is more multigenerational, multi-
ethno-cultural, and more socio-economically diverse as we try to envision a community worthy 
of the heritage we inherit and the vision we aspire to.   
 
The UU minister Richard Gilbert, building upon a thought by E B White, said: “I arise in the 
morning torn between the desire to save the world and to savor it -- to serve life or to enjoy it – 
to savor the world or to save it?  The question beats in upon the waiting moment – to savor the 
sweet taste of my own joy or to share the bitter cup of my neighbor; to celebrate life with 
exuberant step or to struggle for the life of the heavy laden?”  
 
I think when we are faced with decisions about supporting Occupy Boston, or demonstrating on 
behalf of those local families destroyed by the government’s Secure Communities program, or 
supporting innovative social justice communities like the Lucy Stone Cooperative, or finally 
making needed repairs and improvements to our church home, it is important to the future of our 
faith community that we learn to both savor and seek to save our world. 
 
That we stand together in community helping us do together what we could never do alone. That 
we embark as heretics of the Holy Spirit upon discovering those sustainable practices that will 
allow this remarkable faith community to enter its fourth century as a place where we can give 
ourselves one unto another, covenanting to walk together as a congregation, promising to 
faithfully watch over one another and to delight for love to abide in our midst.  I love you all 
dearly. Blessed Be and Amen.  


