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We Are Unitarian Universalists 
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Rev. Jim Sherblom and Rev. Christana Willie McKnight 
First Parish in Brookline 

 
 

Part One: Rev. Sherblom 
 

Who are you people?  Who am I?  What, by God, are we doing here? The founders of this 
community expressed it saying: “We give ourselves one unto another, covenanting to walk 
together as a congregation, promising faithfully to watch over one another and to delight for love 
to abide in our midst.”  
 
That I love! We may include people who grew up Roman Catholic, Baptist or Episcopalian, 
many of whom deeply love and cherish the faith in which they were raised. We also include 
Roman Catholics, Baptists and Episcopalians who if they never hear about those faiths again in 
their lifetimes, it would be too soon. We have a few liberal Muslims, Buddhists, and growing 
numbers of Jews. Increasingly birthright UU’s are seeking us out, as well as the un-churched, 
and those who never belonged to any faith community until they chose to walk together with us.  
We have folks who come here to experience spiritual living in a Godly community and folks who 
wish we didn’t mention God so much. Francis David, the founder of Transylvanian Unitarians, 
said: “We do not need to think alike in order to love alike.”  We say, we walk together and 
delight for love to abide in our midst.   
 
My wife Loretta grew up in Sunnyvale, California, the daughter of Chinese immigrants, her 
father a Taoist engineer and her mother a Shanghai businesswoman. I grew up in Tiverton, 
Rhode Island, fifth of 10 children to a Baptist minister father and a Congregationalist mother.  
Loretta and I met as undergrads at Yale, fell deeply in love, and gave very little thought about 
our religious future.  
 
Loretta is a successful entrepreneur and a secular humanist with no need or patience for God talk 
or Christian symbol systems. I am a mystical panentheist, a transcendentalist if you like, and find 
it nearly impossible to talk about ultimate meaning without some reference to the divine mystery.  
We found our common ground at First Parish in Concord, Massachusetts, where she went on to 
be a leader in social justice work and eventually the congregation’s moderator. I went from being 
a popular teacher in the religious education program, especially adult education, to a spiritual 
journey that brought me deep within the divine mystery, and eventually to Unitarian Universalist 
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ministry. We are Unitarian Universalists, including our different spiritual paths, wherever they 
may lead us.  
 
Loretta and I are Baby Boomers, born in 1957 and 1955, with some of the intellectual biases of 
our generation. Now we are older than many of you here, and time will make this more so over 
the next five to ten years as well. So I’m struggling this morning, perhaps this decade, to help 
build a congregation that is more multigenerational, multicultural, multiethnic, and multiracial 
than anyone would have imagined when Loretta and I came to Unitarian Universalism in the 
1980s. 
 
As this passage from the UUA strategic plan for professional ministries says, “Unitarian 
Universalism lifts up a powerful theological message, poured into the vessel of covenant: you are 
at once precious and distinct and at the same time intrinsically a part of the oneness of all being.”  
This congregation expresses our UU Good News in our 1717 covenant: “We give ourselves one 
unto another, covenanting to walk together as a congregation, promising to watch over one 
another and to delight for love to abide in our midst.” 
 
Before I say more about our vision of how we are UUs, let me allow Rev. McKnight to share 
with us what she is attempting for Unitarian Universalism at First Unitarian in Norton, 
Massachusetts. 
 

Part Two: Rev. McKnight 
 
Thank you Jim.  It is a pleasure to be with you all here today, and a joy to be worshipping in such 
a lively community of Unitarian Universalists.  
 
When I was hired at the Norton Unitarian Church in 2010, the congregation was anything but 
lively and growing.  It was quite the opposite, in fact -- it had been in decline since the mid-
1950s.  Never a large congregation, they had stopped all outreach efforts several decades ago.  
At the time of my hiring, there were only two people who attended worship regularly, both of 
whom were 78 years old. The church had no phone, no internet, no computer or hot water.  The 
last hymnal they bought was written in 1936, and the pew cushions were stuffed with straw.   
 
When I was hired, we all understood that the church could not grow as it was.  Thus, we decided 
to re-start the church; literally close the doors to what was and gather a new congregation, 
working from the ground up.  I researched what would be important for a vital, relevant church 
of today, and after I came to some ideas about what this spiritual community would look like, I 
started to go out and find the people.  
 
A lot of folks get a funny look on their face when they hear me say “find the people.”  I actually 
had one minister tell me, quite early on in my ministry, that active recruitment was against our 
religion! Let me tell you today, that is emphatically not true. Quite the contrary, in fact; I believe 
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Unitarian Universalism calls us to spread the news about our faith to the world, so that through 
our faith, we might make the world a better place.  
 
I started actively recruiting last December.  I started by doing a Google search.  I looked for 
“networking opportunities, southeastern mass.”  This led me to three business networking 
meetings, which I attended as a guest - two of which I now attend monthly and have garnered the 
church eight new members between them. I looked to other gathering places -- parents groups, 
the library, the nearby college.  With each person I met, I shared my enthusiasm about Unitarian 
Universalism and the tremendous possibilities at the Norton Unitarian Church.  With each person 
who committed to the church, I asked for a list of names -- no less than three, and often as many 
as ten -- of people that they could talk to who might also be interested in joining the church.  
With each new person, the body of our new spiritual community has grown and developed.   
 
As of today, we have forty-three people who are interested in being part of the Norton Unitarian 
Church.  Eighteen of those people are either currently in a small group or have been in one in the 
past. Very few of them identified as Unitarian Universalists two years ago.  I see no reason why, 
as we have more events and meet more people, we will not continue to grow at this rate, or 
perhaps even more quickly.   
 
We are a faith that needs to be shared with the world.  I was raised Unitarian Universalist, and I 
believe in this religion. I believe in universal love; in the importance of using reason in religion; 
in a world that is big enough to hold all of us, and where we can support each other in faith and 
love. I believe in the vitality of Unitarian Universalism, and that if we each reach out, this faith 
can grow to something bigger than we ever imagined.   
 

Part Three: Rev. Sherblom 
 

I see a bold future for Unitarian Universalism, and this particular congregation in Brookline, but 
we start from where we are. I conducted a diversity survey of this congregation two weeks ago 
and promised you the results this Sunday.  It comes as no great surprise that we are a 
predominantly white congregation, with 80 percent of us classifying ourselves as white, 10 
percent black or Asian, and 10 percent choosing a different category altogether. 
 
We are told by congregational transformation experts that if we can get the dominant social 
group, however defined, below 80 percent, there is room for change and transformation. Only 60 
percent of us have extended families solely descended from Europeans. For the other 40 percent 
of us, our extended families are 30 percent likely to include Latina(o)s, 25 percent likely to 
include blacks, 17 percent likely to include Asians, with a wide variety of other cultural and 
ethnic mixes. We are well on our way to being racially and ethnically representative of the 
broader American culture, at least in our extended families. Can we imagine, like Rev. 
McKnight, going forth and welcoming our friends, neighbors, and extended families to join us 
here in beloved community?  
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Much of our growth over the last seven years has been younger families, so that today the 
median age in our congregation if we count the children is in the early 40s, making me feel even 
older. But 7 percent of our congregation is over 65, and 36 percent, and even a larger share of 
our leadership, are between 51 and 65. Our pattern appears to be that regular Sunday morning 
attendance is high for children, dropping during the high school years, and remaining somewhat 
less during young adulthood, before reaching new highs in mature adulthood between the ages of 
51 and 65.  Mature adults are the backbone of this congregation, and much of American life, but 
we need to make room for Gen X and Millennial generations who wish to take on more 
responsibility, even though they have more limited time and resources today.  That is our 
multigenerational challenge. 
 
I knew from US Census data the average household income in this congregation was roughly 
$100,000. What I did not know was income distribution across our families. According to our 
survey, roughly 25 percent of our families live on less than $60,000 a year, meaning they 
struggle to make economic ends meet in high-cost neighborhoods of Boston. Another 25 percent 
of our congregation lives on $60,000 to $100,000 a year, with financial means for a middle class 
existence, but worries about falling behind.  Half of our families report household income in 
excess of $100,000 a year, with 25 percent of our total families with household incomes above 
$150,000 a year.   
 
We have people of great financial means in our midst and are truly grateful for them.  We ask 
everyone to pledge 2.5% of household income in our annual pledge campaign. For some of you 
that is $4,000, $5,000, or even $10,000 annually.  I’ll be on sabbatical next March when we ask 
for your pledges, but you folks know who you are, and we love that your pledges allow us to be a 
socio-economically diverse religious community.  
 
Our challenge is how to draw from each of us that which we have to give, without feelings of 
remorse or regret from those who have less to give, when our richest 5 percent have more than 
five times the financial resources of our poorest 5 percent.  I am equally delighted with those 
who give a few hundred dollars each year when that represents 2.5 percent of their income as 
well. This is a challenge for a community of faith, but one that by embracing we can create a 
new kind of community, a community of the spirit, in which we honor the unique gifts that each 
person brings to us. 
 
I knew median education levels in this congregation were around a Masters degree.  According 
to our survey 83 percent of us have post-graduate or other advanced professional degrees.  
Everyone who answered this question reported at least an associate or college degree.  We are a 
very educated lot, but perhaps you saw that from my quick survey two weeks ago counting the 
number of years of education we each had.  Yet how do we worship and learn together, to 
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warmly include those with less education, while drawing on the diverse gifts of those better 
educated among us?  How do we reach out to everyone with our UU Good News?  
 
I am particularly proud that we are a Welcoming UU Congregation.  We love you whether you 
love men or women, and two dads or two moms are just as welcome as any other parental 
configuration in raising our children together in community. We stand up for GLBT rights and 
let our rainbow flag fly freely as we declare that love is the basis of this community. We are the 
faith community so many of our families, friends, and neighbors wish to find. 
 
I am delighted that we often have 220 people or more here on Sunday mornings, three times 
what it was seven years ago. But what would it be like if we, like Rev. McKnight, worked our 
personal relationship networks to bring in yet more people: people of diverse cultures, 
ethnicities, and racial groups; people of many ages, education levels and economic means?  What 
would it feel like if five years from now instead of 220 people here on Sunday mornings we had 
250 or 300 people sharing in the Good News of Unitarian Universalism?  Our renewed 
congregational health has been hard won, and I don’t want to take it for granted, but if we reach 
out and work our social networks like Rev. McKnight, we could be even more financially 
sustainable while becoming increasingly diverse.      
 
We have experienced extraordinary growth in the seven years since Rev. Martha Niebanck and I 
arrived, more than doubling our active membership, so it was no surprise that 60 percent of you 
arrived after Rev. Martha and I did seven years ago, and 25 percent of you began worshipping 
here in the last two years, meaning some of you may still be trying to find your way around this 
place, and learn how our congregational systems work.  We count upon those 40 percent of you 
who have been here longer, especially the 10 percent who have been here more than 20 years, to 
help us remember and honor our great and historic past, even as we imagine together what could 
be our future. 
 
I was delighted that 95 percent of you said that this congregation usually meets your family’s 
religious and spiritual needs pretty well. The majority of you were even willing to say we met 
your needs better than expected, and over a quarter of you were willing to go all the way to my 
audacious description that we meet your needs superbly. 
 
I want to celebrate that 95 percent of us are happy here, and then circle back to the 5 percent 
who, at least on the day of the survey, didn’t feel their needs are being adequately met.  We are a 
diverse community, drawn from a great many religious backgrounds, and we need to learn how 
to create a community of joy in which all can find their own place on this wild spiritual journey 
we call life.  
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As Kathleen McTigue says, “We are not all of one mind when we bring forth our visions of the 
future.  We do not speak the same language to name what is holy. Different teachers and words 
of scripture speak our hearts’ truth.”  
 
Based on our survey responses, I would add: we like different ways of worshipping together, 
different kinds of music, and have different ways of manifesting our spiritual journey.  None of 
us want to be put in boxes, labeled by others as a certain kind of person, yet we do not wish to be 
alone in our uniqueness either. We are Unitarian Universalists and that itself can be our greatest 
challenge and our greatest blessing.  I love you all dearly, Amen and Blessed Be.           
 


