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Wounded Words: RELIGION 
The Rev. Paige Getty 
UU Congregation of Columbia, MD 
Sunday, September 18, 2011 
 
 
"Sticks and stones may break my bones but words will never hurt me."  
 
The Rev. Barbara Wells ten Hove reminds us of this children’s rhyme and suggests that 
we probably all remember it, and likely all agree that it's a lie. Because “Words can 
and do hurt, sometimes as much as a fist.”  
 
And with this reminder she opens a sermon that – for me, at least – coined the phrase 
“wounded words” – a description of those religious words that carry so much stigma or 
baggage, that we find it difficult to apply them to ourselves as Unitarian Universalists. 
Unlike other words whose intent is to cause harm or damage – such as epithets and 
put-downs that cannot be used without hurting someone, these words…  
 

… are not in and of themselves designed to [to be] hurtful. But [they] may end up 
hurting just as much as a slang word used to put us down. [These are] religious 
words, words like sin, Christ, … Lord … church and worship and religion. These words 
are not usually spoken with hurt in mind. But for some of us they can trigger a very 
painful response. 

 
Barbara acknowledges that “Some of these words may be wounded forever.” For 
example, she says,  
 

One religious word that I find very hard to use (which many in the religious world 
accept) is "Lord." This word, used in the Bible as a name for God, was wounded for 
me when I began to see how patriarchal and sexist it is. While its ancient meaning is 
rather neutral (it comes from an old English word meaning "bread or loaf keeper" or 
one who feeds dependents), it has come down to us to mean a male person with 
great power over others. While it may be truthful to call certain Englishmen of the 
17th or 18th century Lords, it does not describe what I call God… It is clearly male 
and clearly a male who "lords it over" others. As a woman I cannot call the source 
of my being by a male name. This word has been wounded for me in a way that I 
do not think I will ever be able or even want to reclaim it. 

 
But, she argues still, “there are other religious words that I may want to own, words that 
may once have wounded me and may still wound others…” but which may be worth 
examining, exploring why they’re difficult words, and asking ourselves “whether it is 
worth it to reclaim them.” 
 
Barbara devoted one sermon to the general idea of wounded words. But this year in 
our worship services and in our small group ministry, we’re going to be exploring more 
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thoroughly at least six of those specific wounded words. On the third Sunday of each 
month in September, October, November, and again in March, April and May, the 
sermon will focus on a single word that many of us who are religious liberals – or maybe 
you prefer the more precise “liberally religious persons” – find difficult to use, because 
we have been wounded by it in other contexts. We will wrestle with those words and 
decide how – and whether – we might reclaim them with renewed meaning for 
ourselves as Unitarian Universalists. 
 
The first word in our series is the word religion itself. I will start the conversation in this 
sermon, but you will continue it among yourselves – in your reflection groups and 
elsewhere. As you prepare for those discussions, think about the word religion and 
what it means for you. What images does it bring to mind? What feelings? Is it a 
wounded word for you? Why or why not? And if it is, is it worth it to reclaim it for 
yourself? 
 
There are plenty of people in this congregation who already embrace the word 
religion, who have urged us to claim a liberally religious identity and to frame our 
public messages as such. But there are plenty more for whom it is a word that 
connotes too much that is negative – too much that is contrary to our values, our 
principles, our Unitarian Universalist ways of being. 
 
No doubt, the word religion – and its close relative religious – evokes images of persons 
and groups and rituals that bear no resemblance to our expressions of faith, 
individually and collectively. For many, the word religion indicates adherence to a 
creed, to dogma, to belief in a supernatural being(s). And personally, some of us 
probably have been hurt, rejected, ostracized, or judged in the name of “religion” of 
one sort or another. 
 
And while I haven’t seen the film myself, I know well that many people have viewed 
and enjoyed Bill Maher’s film “Religulous”, in which he seeks out and interviews some 
undeniably odd adherents of so-called religion. Who would want to be associated 
with those? 
 
But we know, too, that we as Unitarian Universalists struggle to articulate who we are in 
positive, affirming ways – especially to persons who are unfamiliar with our tradition. 
And being able to frame Unitarian Universalism as a religion is an important starting 
point. The fact is that “The word religion comes from the same Latin root as does the 
word ligament, implying a binding or rebinding of things together.” In his book 
Heretics’ Faith, Fred Muir explains that “Religion is a set of beliefs that binds your life 
together, it holds your life in place; religion is the set of essential unifying beliefs … that 
gives your life meanings that will … provide for life purpose, direction, and definition.” 
(Muir 163) 
 
One of my divinity school professors (Diana Eck) explained it similarly, saying the Latin 
root, religio, means that which links us back.  
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Religion expresses that which binds us together, which links us back – binding the 
varied parts of our individual lives together; binding us separate persons to one 
another; linking us to our roots, our tradition, our ancestors; binding us with that which is 
holy, sacred, divine… however we choose to name it (or not to name it). 
 
A couple weeks ago, a debate erupted in the realm of social media over a blog post 
written by a minister in the United Church of Christ. The Rev. Lillian Daniel – in a direct, 
rather snarky way – criticized those persons who pride themselves in being “spiritual but 
not religious”. She was especially critical of those who dismiss corporate worship and 
religious community as meaningless. She wrote,  
 

Being privately spiritual but not religious just doesn't interest me. There is nothing 
challenging about having deep thoughts all by oneself. What is interesting is doing 
this work in community, where other people might call you on stuff, or heaven 
forbid, disagree with you. Where life with God gets rich and provocative is when 
you dig deeply into a tradition that you did not invent all for yourself. 

 
Another blogger – this one a Unitarian Universalist minister – spoke out in defense of 
Rev. Daniel. The Rev. Dr. Victoria Weinstein, who blogs as PeaceBang, wrote (in part) – 
 

I am quite fond of joking that I am religious but not spiritual. I am not sure what 
spirituality is except for fleeting moments of transcendence, granted by grace and 
recollected in tranquility and gratitude. Religion, on the other hand, is a set of 
commitments, faith claims and practices that I rely on to instruct and shape my 
character, mind and soul in accordance with my professed values. Spirituality is 
what I feel when I am fortunate enough to have eyes to see and ears to hear. 
Religion is what I do, whatever I feel and whatever I sense (or not) of the Holy 
Presence on that day. 

 
These clergywomen are right, of course. Religion is not a fleeting feeling. It’s not 
defined by passing whims. And it’s not the result of a single person’s solitary musings, 
unshared and unchallenged by others. Any legitimate religion has withstood the tests 
of time – has proven itself worthy by binding persons together, by promoting 
wholeness, by drawing attention to the awesome and mysterious wonder of the world, 
by telling stories that help people bear the seemingly unbearable challenges of 
human existence, by reminding those same people that there are other people in the 
world who need their care and their love, by offering rituals and seasonal observances 
so that people have touchstones for remembering the most important aspects of their 
lives and their relationships. 
 
In the publication Christian Century, the Rev. Lillian Daniel expands on her notion of 
why we need religion and not just spirituality. 
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But—here's a news flash—human beings do a lot of embarrassing, inhumane, cruel 
and ignorant things, and I don't want to be associated with them either. And here 
we come to the crux of the problem that the spiritual-but-not-religious people have 
with church. If we could just kick out all the human beings, we might be able to 
meet their high standards.  
 
But in the church we are stuck with one another, therefore we don't get the space 
to come up with our own God. Because when you are stuck with one another, the 
last thing you would do is invent a God based on humanity. In the church, 
humanity is way too close at hand to look good. It's as close as the guy singing out 
of tune next to you in your pew, as close as the woman who doesn't have access 
to a shower and didn't bathe before worship, as close as the baby screaming and 
as close as the mother who doesn't seem to realize that the baby is driving 
everyone crazy. It's as close as that same mother who crawled out an inch from her 
postpartum depression to get herself to church today and wonders if there is a 
place for her there. It's as close as the woman sitting next to her, who grieves that 
she will never give birth to a child and eyes that baby with envy. It's as close as the 
preacher who didn't prepare enough and as close as the listener who is so thirsty 
for a word that she leans forward for absolutely anything. 
 
It's as close as that teenager who walked to church alone, seeking something more 
than gratitude, and finds a complicated worship service in which everyone seems 
to know when to stand and when to sing except for him—but even so, he gets 
caught up in the beauty of something bigger than his own invention. 

 
Religion is not something one does alone. Religion is not perfect. And it’s not always 
pretty – because religion is something that humans do because we’re human; 
because we’re imperfect; because on our own we’re floundering, separate beings 
who need to be bound together, linked back. We need what religion and religious 
community have to offer.  
 
Where else does one ritualize the sharing of profound sorrow and heartfelt joy with a 
community who actually cares? Where else does one pause to seek insight into 
questions about the nature of life and death, and the meaning of it all? Where else 
does one go and know that someone will offer healing touch and a caring smile, 
regardless of political affiliation or race or class or educational degree? Where else 
does one return year after year to hear the same stories because they continue to 
have meaning, and continue to remind us of the most precious blessings – and some 
of the hardest lessons – in life? 
 
Nowhere except the religious community – religious communities of all shapes and 
sizes and traditions. This religious community. 
 
So may it be. Amen. Blessed be. 
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