
UU Tree of Life

November 16, 2014
Rev. Dr. Jim Sherblom

First Parish in Brookline

“All hat, no cattle” is a Texas term for those who work hard to look the part of a cattle rancher -- 
blue jeans, chaps, boots, a big ten gallon hat -- except don’t own any cattle, and maybe live in a 
condo in Dallas. They can give a good appearance but are missing out on the fundamentals.

I feel the same way about some of these nondenominational “New Thought” or “New Age” 
groups. They often contain wonderful insights, a mishmash of spiritual wisdom from the world’s 
religions, yet without roots in a particular faith tradition, they often do not promote human 
flourishing. All hat, no cattle, or to use a different metaphor, an artfully arranged bouquet of cut 
flowers, gathered from the wild, which is apt to look beautiful for a few days, and then is bound 
to wither and die.

I am afraid that many Sundays it feels like we have at least a few “all hat, no cattle” UUs sitting 
in our pews. People who come for the music, or to get away for a while, or just so their kids can 
go to RE, but who are not sure about being a UU, or even part of this community. I won’t ask for 
a show of hands, you know who you are, and I want to invite you to engage deeper in this 
community. Unitarian Universalism, and this congregation in particular, has so much to offer us 
if we are willing to be open to our sources and our core principles in community together.

Why do you come to First Parish Unitarian Universalist in Brookline?  There are no wrong 
answers, but some are more life-giving than others. What is the purpose of this church in your 
life?  Why this UU church?  Why do we gather here most Sunday mornings in this sanctuary?  
These are metaphysical questions to ponder. They speak to identity, meaning making, our 
spiritual journeys, and our sources of joy. 

How do we serve one another?  What is our role in the broader world?  Whom do we serve 
beyond these walls and how does our interdependence with them serve us as well?  What is our 
relationship to those who came here before us and to those who will come after us?  These are 
questions we will be asking in one form or another the next six months.

The converse of faith communities unwilling to claim their roots, those sources which ground 
and support our work in community, are ones defined entirely by their increasingly calcified 
roots.  Perhaps called the faith of our fathers, or that old-time religion, or simply faith as it was 
passed on to me without any change or thought given by me to it.
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These faiths can be passionately held and liturgically beautiful, but they are not living faiths, they 
have been frozen in place, Divine Mystery no longer present, for God has left the building. A 
living faith must transform us in every generation. This is a challenge for every religion, how to 
nurture our roots so we are adding to the faith of prior generations who have come before us, 
while celebrating the new life flowering forth in each new generation, our branches that bring 
forth our vibrancy and relevance to the world as it is today. A healthy spiritual community holds 
both roots and branches.

Unitarian Universalism is rooted in our sources, which begins with our own direct experience of 
life’s wonder and mystery which inspire us to become the people we are capable of being. Many 
religious traditions view being open to experience as religious mysticism.  When we are 
sometimes overwhelmed by the beauty of nature, when we delight for love to abide in our midst, 
or yearn for a childlike faith, we experience joy in life’s wonder and mystery. Open to the 
renewal of the spirit and forces that create and uphold emergent life on this earth, we are each 
transformed by our own experiences with the Spirit. This is our first source. 

But we are not the first humans to explore these paths. So we lift up the words and deeds of 
prophetic women and men who challenge us to confront powers and structures of evil with 
justice, compassion, and the transforming power of love. Every Sunday, and frequently between 
Sundays, we use quotes and wise sayings of those we respect to help us live into human 
flourishing. Our second source is prophetic words and actions that remind us to speak up against 
unfairness, and to work for greater justice, compassion and love.

Our third source is wisdom from the world’s religions which inspire us in our ethical and 
spiritual life. I was brought up liberal Protestant (American Baptist) and in my teenage years 
became a humanist. Yet neither of these traditions has felt broad enough for me to capture my 
lived experience of Divine Mystery. So I deepened my understanding of Christianity by 
exploring the Catholic mystics of Middle Ages, learning from the Desert Fathers of early 
Christianity, and practicing the prayers of Eastern Orthodoxy.

This eventually led me into the Kabbalah and mysteries of Jewish mysticism.  Much of western 
spirituality sometimes seemed to me as rational and dry as toast, so I plunged into the Hindu 
Bhagavad Gita and Upanishads, into the Chinese Tao Te Ching and I Ching, and the austere 
beauty of Zen Budddhism. My more recent travels with Islamic Sufis in Turkey, Taoists in 
China, and indigenous shaman in Ecuador, are all part of drawing upon the earth’s wisdom 
traditions, in seeking a Unitarian Universalism adequate to our time. 

Our fourth source is Jewish and Christian teachings which call us to respond to God’s love 
through loving our neighbors as ourselves. If we were brought up within any of the Christian or 
Jewish traditions, as is true for most of the people in our pews this morning, it can feel like 
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spiritual maturity to leave them entirely behind, and to focus on new traditions that feel more 
life-giving to us. However, even when Jewish and Christian teachings have very little place in 
the flowering forth of our branches, they still represent deep tap roots to our subconscious 
childlike faith.

We ought to do what we can to understand, nurture and develop those roots, which strengthen 
our ability to withstand the storms of life, and connects us with billions of people of faith over 
the millennia. Spiritual teachers tell us to grow new branches, which meet needs we have today, 
and also honor the roots of our faith as we do so.

Our fifth source, humanist teachings which counsel us to heed the guidance of reason and the 
results of science, and warn us against idolatries of the mind and spirit, are akin to the fourth 
source as well. We are not part of the battle between science and religion, but are nurturing our 
roots within a garden of delights that includes room for both Jewish and Christian teachings as 
well as the guidance of reason and the results of science.

We are never blind followers, of science or religion, but instead we look for what is life giving 
and delight in it. I was a disenchanted Christian, and Chief Financial Officer of Genzyme, in the 
mid 1980’s when my family discovered Unitarian Universalism. I was delighted that this 
tradition did not force us to choose between science and faith, between reason and experience, or 
between the wisdom of the ages and what we are discovering right now. There is room for all of 
these and more within our Unitarian Universalism.  

The global religious monoculture has used death, persecutions, and destruction to tear out every 
root and branch of indigenous faith traditions. Despite all efforts, some indigenous tribes on the 
fringes of North and South America, parts of Africa, and Australia, have managed to carry on 
some of these earth-centered traditions. Our sixth and final source is the spiritual teachings of 
Earth-centered traditions, which celebrate the sacred circle of life and instruct us to live in 
harmony with the rhythms of nature.

Some of these ancient traditions have been preserved within Jewish mysticism, and Christian 
Celtic or creation spirituality, but much has been lost. Modern neo-pagan movements attempt to 
regain the spiritual teachings of Celts, Druids, and Witches, and can sometimes bring us spiritual 
antidotes to what ails western culture. The indigenous shaman can introduce us to an entirely 
different world perspective, healing us where we didn’t even know we were wounded, and 
helping us to draw forth ancient wisdom. These are the six sources of our living tradition upon 
which we draw each and every Sunday.

But beyond these walls Unitarian Universalism is often known more by our purposes and 
principles than our sources.  People see us acting in the world through our seven principles.  To 
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affirm and promote inherent worth and dignity of every person means we dare not cast our 
enemies as the “evil other,” to be treated badly and scapegoated, but rather see them as our 
neighbors and ourselves. Seeking justice, equity and compassion in human relations means 
working towards the more beautiful world we know is possible.

Our acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth in our congregations is 
how we create emergent beloved community.  A free and responsible search for truth and 
meaning is how we avoid idolatries of the spirit.  The right of conscience and use of the 
democratic process within our congregations and in society at large is how we help to avoid 
governance by our elites.

And our goal of world community with peace, liberty, and justice for all is how we extend our 
dream of beloved community planet wide.  Our respect for the interdependent web of existence 
of which we are a part becomes a basis upon which we seek to save the earth, save humanity, and 
save everyone. We thereby do together what we cannot do alone.

Your ministers seek to comfort you when you are in pain, or despair, to help you find 
community, point you toward knowledge and wisdom when you wish to learn, to be a resource in 
your hours of need, and to annoy and disquiet you when you become self-satisfied.  We help 
create chaos that can lead to new growth. That’s my favorite part of this calling, helping to 
prepare our way for change and transformation.

We are a curious, hopeful, heretical faith, encouraging each of us to choose for ourselves that 
which is good. As Unitarian Universalists we seek to embrace and engage theological diversity 
with our grounded yet imaginative faith. We draw on Judeo-Christian traditions, scientific 
concepts, and our own experiences, to discover for ourselves the nature of reality. This 
interdependent web of life calls us to love all sentient beings, to support one another on our 
individual spiritual paths, to aspire to be a transformative, justice-seeking faith, as active co-
creators of an emerging, ever changing community of faith.     

Which brings me to paraphrasing one of my favorite teachings of Jesus. A young lawyer 
approached a spiritual teacher and asked, “Teacher, what must I do to be a Unitarian 
Universalist?” The teacher said, “Affirm and promote the seven UU principles.”

The young lawyer said, “That’s too easy, you don’t need to be UU to respect the inherent worth 
and dignity of people, to seek that all people are treated fairly, to help each other, to be free to 
search for truth and meaning, to each have a vote, working for peace and liberty for all, while 
caring for all living things. Many non-UUs do that also.”
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The teacher said, “Good, then root your spiritual journey in the six sources, and all will be well.”  
And the young lawyer went away sorely disappointed, for he had never personally experienced 
life’s wonder and mystery, nor listened to the words and deeds of prophetic women and men, or 
learned about the world’s religions; he didn’t much like Jewish and Christian teachings, had 
never felt entirely comfortable with reason or science, and felt quite cut off from nature.

The young lawyer now saw he never could be a Unitarian Universalist.  As he departed, the 
spiritual teacher turned to his congregation and said, “Please don’t be like that young lawyer, for 
it takes both roots and branches to make the UU tree of life. And we need to engage them with 
all of our being!”

They are what is distinctive about our faith. So I thank you for helping us do together what we 
could never do alone. For I love you all dearly. Amen and Blessed Be.                                      

5


