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Nearly every Unitarian Universalist knows of “the seven principles”, 
even if they can’t recite all seven of them … or any of them … or 
any except the first one. Even if they’re indifferent to them or don’t 
find them personally meaningful or inspirational. Even if the 
statement of principles feels too religious or not religious enough. 
Most of us know of them—they’re a point of reference, a set of 
statements that helps explain who we are as a people of faith, a 
framework around which we’ve built religious education and other 
programming over the past several decades. Here in UUCC, we 
refer to them in our own congregational covenant: “Strengthened 
by our common humanity and inspired by our seven principles…” 
 
We’re human, so of course we’re going to respond in unique and 
varying ways to something that is so ubiquitous throughout a 
congregation and a movement with which we’ve associated 
ourselves. Over the years I have heard from individual Unitarian 
Universalists who find no value in the principles … from others who 
embrace them with deep devotion … from others who treat them 
legalistically … and from others who reject them as feeling too much 
like a creed.  
 
And I’ve heard a lot of newcomers say, “I read those principles and 
thought, ‘that’s a religion I could be a part of’.” 
 
Here is the statement of principles, in its current form, as it appears in 
Article II of the UUA bylaws: 
 
We, the member congregations of the Unitarian Universalist 
Association, covenant to affirm and promote 
• The inherent worth and dignity of every person; 
• 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 at large; 



• The goal of world community with peace, liberty, and justice for 
all; 

• Respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we 
are a part. 

 
I don’t remember the first time I read the seven principles, so I know I 
didn’t have a particularly noteworthy response to them at first. But 
over the years of my own journey of faith—in both personal and 
professional ways—these principles have been a very important 
touchstone for me … a guide, a reference point, a source of 
grounding and a reminder of what is of highest value in this tradition 
that has nourished me. I even wrote an essay about the 4th 
principle—articulating our shared commitment to a free and 
responsible search for truth and meaning—that was published 15 
years ago in Ellen Brandenburg’s collection, The Seven Principles in 
Word and Worship.  
 
I’ve heard criticisms of the principles as weak and meaningless—
that they’re ethical statements with which any reasonable person 
would agree. But that has not been my experience. Having come to 
Unitarian Universalism out of a more conservative religious tradition 
that I experienced as being rule-oriented, that ostracized those who 
didn’t fit a very specific behavioral profile, that demonized different 
traditions as “other” and “bad”, I have found the principles to be 
inspiring and challenging, calling me to commitments that were 
fresh and new and deeply meaningful.  
 
And they’re theologically-based, too—in ways that distinguish us 
from the more conservative strains of Christianity from which our 
liberally religious forebears distinguished themselves. The principles 
express, for example, a commitment to searching for truth and 
meaning (instead of being told by a single authority what the truth 
is); they promote individuals’ inherent worth and dignity (instead of 
inherent sinfulness); they affirm interconnectedness among a web of 
life (instead of separateness from that which is deified). 
 
And whatever our personal, individual feelings about the seven 
principles, they are a codified statement of covenant—a covenant 
among congregations who are members of the Unitarian Universalist 
Association. While they may affect individual persons in different 



ways, they weren’t designed as personal statements of belief or 
commitment. Rather, they were designed as institutional 
commitments, values, ideals. A covenant among congregations. In 
my preaching over the years, for example, I have used the principles 
as guides to help focus our attention and decision-making in ways 
that are consistent with our shared Unitarian Universalist values.  
 
UU World journalist Don Skinner reminds us that, “The Principles and 
Sources may seem immutable, but they have been changed twice 
since the original UUA Principles were created in 1960 during the 
consolidation of the American Unitarian Association and the 
Universalist Church of America. The original language—six Principles, 
with no Sources cited—was overhauled as the result of a review in 
the early 1980s, and the seventh Principle (affirming the 
interdependent web of all existence) and five Sources were added 
at that time. The sixth Source (earth-centered traditions) was added 
in 1995.” (Skinner 2006) 
 
And in the explanation of the current study commission’s work, we 
read,  
 

For some religious institutions, the equivalent of Article II would be 
regarded as a permanent statement of belief. Ours, however, is a 
Living Tradition. We commit ourselves to regularly revisiting our 
Principles and Purposes to ensure that we are relevant, that as we 
grow in understanding, our Principles and Purposes grow, too. 
Since “new occasions teach new duties”, we must continuously 
examine our Principles and Purposes to see what is missing, what 
is no longer important, and whether the language communicates 
our core values to the current times. 
 
We are now well into the first quarter of the 21st Century. Our 
Association has grown in its understanding of systemic 
oppressions, such as racism, ableism, and heteronormative 
beliefs. However, many people feel the language of Article II 
does not reflect these learnings. The Board believes we need an 
Article II which leads us into the future. (About Article II) 

 
More than twenty years ago—in the year 2000—writer Warren Ross 
published an essay in UU World about the history of the principles 



and purposes, tracing more thoroughly the changes that Don 
Skinner also noted in his article. At the end of his essay, Ross 
commented, “In 2020 (when everyone presumably will have perfect 
vision), our current Principles and Purposes may also be perceived to 
have inadequacies that demand radical rewriting. And therein lies 
our genius. It's a process that is rightly called renewal or 
regeneration. And that is what has not changed and, let us hope, 
will remain unchanged 20 or even 100 years from now.” (Ross) 
 
Right now, as Ross predicted, we are in that process of renewal and 
regeneration. The Article II Study Commission is leading the effort, 
but you are invited to participate in a variety of ways. There’s an 
individual survey that you can access through the commission’s 
website. But, even better, there are opportunities for facilitated 
engagement and conversation with other Unitarian Universalists 
about this covenant—to reflect not in an individualistic and self-
centered way, but in community, listening and learning and growing 
together.  
 
Walter Royal Jones led the rewrite of the principles in the early 1980s. 
Reflecting later on the process, he noted that, “the switch from "the 
free and disciplined search for truth" in the 1961 statement to "free 
and responsible search for truth and meaning" [was significant], 
suggesting that the search takes place in community.” (Ross) 
 
I know that my own thinking is dependably enriched when I listen 
and integrate what others have to say, as I’ve been doing with 
collegial conversations about the principles. Recently, Rev. David 
Schwartz wrote, 
 

For me the particular formulation of what the principles say is far 
less important than the way in which they work as an instrument 
that orients us toward a set of values and commitments we hold 
in common. The principles are a map, not the territory, meaning 
both that they're an imperfect reflection of reality, but also that 
they *do* point to something real, fundamental, grounded, vital -- 
something that doesn't go away even if we stop paying attention 
to it. The territory doesn't change even though our ways of 
mapping it transform over time. 
 



I sometimes find the principles too wordy, vague, un-memorable, 
non-directive, and uninspired. But that critique misses the point -- 
the principles aren't the mission of the church, or even a 
description of the kind of life we invite people into. They describe 
a set of features of the territory of our shared religious life: "we 
know it's got this river running east-west, and these mountains 
over here, and a city over there." 
 
For some, there's power and beauty and inspiration in the map. 
Or maybe that map provides a profound orientation to the life 
they move through. 
And some folks are going to ignore it and strike out overland on 
their own -- which doesn't mean the map's not valid, it just means 
the map isn’t the organizing tool for that person's journey -- 
though perhaps they pick it up from time to time and say: "oh 
yeah, I did cross that river, didn't I, even though I wouldn't have 
drawn it that way..." 

 
But I think the most valuable comment in that discussion came from 
Rev. Elizabeth Mount, who wrote, 
 

I [am not invested in] what the actual wording of the seven 
principles are, but "we covenant to affirm and promote" is 
fundamentally a choice to be an orthopraxic religion instead of 
an orthodox one, and that choice to be united by our behavior 
instead of our words is a deep agreement about who we are 
and how we are together. 
 
… there's a MASSIVE difference between saying, “I believe that 
all people have inherent worth and dignity” (yeah, that exists, 
and I need do nothing to make it true) and “I promise that this 
congregation will actively create and enhance the worth and 
dignity of all people in association with all these other groups of 
people.” This covenant isn't a belief structure in the sense that we 
affirm these things to exist as Truth. 
 
If we have a creed, it is underneath our principles and it goes 
something like, “we believe in the power of people to create 
Heaven or Hell on this Earth, and we believe we are accountable 
to humanity and all creation for whichever we choose. Therefore, 



we choose the intentional creation of communities where Love 
can grow.” 

 
The question that is before us as an Association now—the question 
that the Article II Study Commission is charged with addressing—is 
how this covenant needs to change if it is to remain relevant to the 
times. What have we learned in the more-than-35 years since the 
principles were codified in 1985? What do we better understand 
about the world in which we live, the nature of humanity, our 
responsibilities to the planet and to one another? What are we, as a 
religious association facing more directly about how we have 
reinforced and perpetuated white supremacy culture and 
patriarchy and other systemic oppression? And what should this 
covenant say about it? 
 
I think of the words of Rev. Dr. Weinstein, which Karla shared earlier: 
 

The church is a vision. 
It is a vision of unity amid diversity, 
It is a vision of reverence for all of creation, 
It is a vision that beckons us beyond the concerns of our own 
skins. 

 
We are all being invited into a process of articulating the most 
foundational values of our faith in this time and place. A faith that 
demands that we consider concerns beyond our own skins.  
 
Starting this week in this congregation, we hosting two different ways 
to engage in facilitated conversation about the principles and 
purposes—join me for a 6-session exploration on Wednesday 
evenings beginning February 16. Or Robin for an 8-session (different) 
exploration on Thursday afternoons beginning this Thursday, 
February 10. Both of these programs will be fully virtual, so you may 
participate no matter where you are—and you may join one or 
both, as the format and content will be different! (In the order of 
service online, there’s a hyperlink that says, “Click here for 
information from the announcements”—the registration link for these 
Reimagining Article II sessions is there. And there was an article in 
The LINK (our e-newsletter) that was distributed on Friday. And the 



same information is near the bottom of the Adult Religious 
Education page on our congregational website, too! 
 
Abraham Joshua Heschel wrote that, “Only those ideas that are 
meaningful to those who are steeped in misery may be accepted 
as principles by those who dwell in safety.”  
 
The dominant culture of Unitarian Universalism is characterized by 
those who have dwelt mostly in safety. We are being called now to 
consider all among us—including those who have been steeped in 
misery, marginalized, outcast—and to articulate a vision, a 
commitment, a covenant that is broadly meaningful as a statement 
of faith.  
 
Together, let us remember that, as poet Robert Walsh said, 

 
The shifting plates, the restive earth, 
your room, your precious life, they all proceed 
from love, the ground on which we walk together. 

 
Together—whatever our individual attitudes about the principles—
we can shape a vision of who we are as a religious people. 
 
Together we will draw the circle wider, expanding our 
understanding of who is “us”. 
 
Together, let us find the way forward. Amen.  
 


