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“What Do We Mean When We Talk About Faith?” 

Reading and sermon preached by Reverend Carolyn Patierno 

March 1, 2020 

 
 

“Faith”  by David Whyte 

 

I want to write about faith, 

about the way the moon rises 

over cold snow, night after night, 

 

faithful even as it fades from fullness, 

slowly becoming that last curving and impossible 

sliver of light before the final darkness. 

 

But I have no faith myself 

I refuse it even the smallest entry. 

 

Let this then, my small poem, 

like a new moon, slender and barely open, 

be the first prayer that opens me to faith. 

 

 

 

 

 

Faith is a complicated topic to many a Unitarian Universalist. Indeed, our 

friends who stand in other faith traditions marvel at just how complicated 

“faith” is to Unitarian Universalists.   

 

A few months ago my good friend and colleague Daniel Martino met me 

here at All Souls before we were to head out for lunch. Pastor Martino 

serves Church of the City, which is an evangelical Christian church serving 

a majority-Latino congregation.  I was finishing up a phone call when he 

arrived so while he waited, he checked out the brochure rack in the 

lobby.  When we sat down for lunch, he was quite incredulous when he 

exclaimed that Unitarian Universalism was a difficult faith tradition.  

 

Now, we’ve been sitting across from each other at lunch tables for 19 

years so I was a little taken aback that he was just getting around to this.   

   

He leaned across the table for emphasis: “People need – they want – to 

be told what to believe.”  
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I acknowledged that some people do … but as Unitarian Universalism is a 

creedless faith, for the most part, Unitarian Universalists do not fall into that 

category.  I shared that All Souls is made up of folks with a wide range of 

beliefs – as are most UU congregations but that we coalesce around the 

understanding that deeds are more important than creeds.   

 

Ours is a religion that is without a creed.  Our faith is not grounded in 

doctrine. The Seven Principles of Unitarian Universalism are principles by 

which we live rather than doctrinal beliefs. Our faith is grounded in the 

way we live out our values.     

 

A particular passage of the Christian scripture is a fair description of the 

Unitarian Universalist understanding of what faith means.  It will be familiar 

to many of you. James 2:14-18 says this: 

 

What good is it my brothers and sisters, if you say you have faith but 

do not have works?  Can faith save you?  If a brother or sister is 

naked and lacks daily food, and one of you says to them:  “Go in 

peace.  Keep warm and eat your fill,” and yet you do not supply 

their bodily needs, what is the good of that?  So faith by itself, if it 

has no works, is dead …  Show me your faith apart from your works, 

and I by my works will show you my faith.  

 

Although that definition no doubt resonates with many, we still have some 

grappling to do.  Let’s start with St. Augustine as he was one of the first 

philosophers to investigate the nature of faith by examining the 

distinctions between belief, knowledge and faith.  I’ll break it down in a 

way that I’m sure would make any philosopher’s hair stand on end … but 

here we go.   

 

To believe something is to accept it as true.  So, for example, we can 

accept as true and therefore believe that a particular presidential 

candidate would be the best president.  But here’s how we may 

distinguish belief from faith.  What we believe is subject to change.  

Therefore, we may say, “I believe that – fill in the name of your preferred 

candidate here – I believe that that person would be the best president.”  

But we may also say about that belief, “I may be wrong.” or “I’m open to 

hearing about the other candidates.” or “I’m supporting – fill in the name 

of your preferred candidate here - or honestly, I’m supporting any 

functioning adult.”  

In other words, the door is open for other possibilities to step right in.   
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That’s the difference between belief and faith then.  A Church of the City 

parishioner, for example, may say that they “believe in one God, the 

Father almighty, maker of heaven and earth.”  That belief – that faith – 

would not be on the table for discussion or debate.  Faith is a different sort 

of belief.   

 

How is faith distinct from knowledge? Well, if we claim to have knowledge 

about something, it’s fair for anyone to ask, “How do you know that?  

What is the evidence?”  And although the faithful may point to sacred 

texts, or to the miracles described in sacred texts much of the texts and 

the miracles therein are mysterious in nature.  Many who stand within 

those traditions are comfortable accepting that mystery.  Their faith is 

unlike knowledge in that there is no evidence.  But they do not require 

evidence in order to claim their faith.  They know and their knowing is on a 

deep level that many UUs may not understand and therefore ascribe to.  

(Oregon State University website.  The Great Philosophers) 

 

And yet … there is the yearning to claim these understandings of faith: 

 

SLIDE:   

Faith is not protection from the storms.  It’s knowing that you will either find 

shelter or become it.  

 

SLIDE:   

Faith includes noticing the mess, the emptiness and discomfort, and 

letting it be there until some light returns.  Anne Lamott 

 

SLIDE:  

Faith is unseen but felt, faith is strength when we feel we have none, faith 

is hope when all seems lost. Catherine Pulsifer 

 

SLIDE:  

Faith consists in believing when it is beyond the power of reason to 

believe.  Voltaire 

And our March newsletter includes these Words to Live By:  “Faith is the 

state of being ultimately concerned.” Paul Tillich  

The hymn “Fire of Commitment” describes faith as a deep assurance … a 

deep trust … that allows our best selves to flourish and is available to us in 

times of greatest challenge.   
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The question is begged:  a deep assurance of what?  A deep trust in 

what?  Faith in who?   

 

We’re going to take a brief detour and consider this process 

question …  

 

How might Unitarian Universalists authentically grapple with these 

theological questions and then reclaim a common language with 

which to converse? 

   

Some of you may remember that back in 2001, this is the question 

that UUA President Bill Sinkford posed to us as a religious movement.  

It caused a bit of a stir but as it turns out, President Sinkford was onto 

something.  Let’s hear from the Reverend Kendyl Gibbons, a 

Unitarian Universalist humanist who at the 2004 General Assembly 

served on a panel for which the topic was reclaiming a language 

of reverence.  

 

Gibbons said that, “She is willing to use the older languages of 

reverence from the great religions of the world, while not necessarily 

taking those older languages literally. She does not believe we can 

invent such a language out of whole cloth, but said she prefers 

using the accumulated wisdom of our forebears. Indeed, she feels 

that using accumulated human wisdom is a central part of the 

humanist stance. 

‘Our wonder is not our own, but echoes down the history of the 

whole human race,’ Gibbons concluded.” General Assembly 2004 – 

as reported on  the UUA website 

Keep that approach in mind as we continue to grapple together 

with the meaning of faith.  

 

We’ll get back on the train now … 

 

Let’s swing to this wisdom from the writer, Annie Dillard: 
 

… ‘[F]aith,’ crucially, is not assenting intellectually to a series of doctrinal 

propositions:  it is living in conscious and rededicated relationship to God.  

(For the Time Being) 

 

In considering faith – our faith - we will not assent intellectually to a series 

of doctrinal propositions.  That is not who we are as a religious tradition.  

We’re talking about living in conscious and rededicated relationship to 
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God - or, if you rather, conscious and rededicated relationship to Love.  To 

Spirit.  To Mystery. We are in constant and rededicated relationship to the 

values that bind us each to each other reflected in deeds not creeds.  

 

We may wrestle with the idea of faith as though it is some phantom 

treasure beyond our grasp.  We may have a notion of what faith is and 

means and wonder if we fit into that notion.  Or we refuse.  Like the poet, 

we may imagine that we have no faith.   

 

Yet here’s the paradox: although we may not know what to make of the 

concept, we know when we’ve lost faith.  In times of sorrow, loss, anxiety, 

or tragedy, we feel that void just as sure as the most pious believer in a 

heavenly Father.  

   

For one moment recall an experience that brought you such despair that 

you were brought to your knees.  Really, in what did you lose faith?  Most 

likely you did not lose your faith in a God as the orchestrator of all things.  I 

bet that when you were wringing your hands they were not pointed 

heaven ward in agonized despair.   

 

I bet it was worse than that.  

  

I bet you lost faith in your mother.  Your father.  Your husband.  Your wife.   

Your child.  Your best friend. 

 

I bet you lost faith in the company you worked for for 25 years who now 

considered you dispensable. 

 

I bet you lost faith in the doctors who refused to listen to what you knew 

your body needed in order to birth your baby. 

 

The school where your child was bullied. 

 

The country that does not – has not ever - live up to its founding 

commitment to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness and the idea that 

all people are created equal.   

 

I bet you read the paper one day and if even for a moment, you lost faith 

in humanity’s basic goodness. 

 

I bet that when you took the drink that you had forsworn; when you 

sucked down the cigarette that you had hidden “for an emergency”; 

when you stepped out on your spouse out of boredom; when you hit your 

child; when you did nothing in the face of cruelty … I bet you lost faith in 

yourself.   
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This is how we more often lose faith:  in people we love and trust.  Maybe 

in the face of loss and tragedy, some will lose faith in and blame God.  But 

really?  Poor God.  Takes the fall for every damn thing - even from people 

who aren’t so sure they believe.  
  
In the face of challenge, I encourage you to conjure that image of 

yourself as an authentically faithful person.  When you have lost your faith 

in the people in whom you placed it – including yourself – when you have 

lost your faith in the institutions with which you placed it, then it’s time to 

draw from the well – the faith that waits to be recognized and drawn from 

by you, as a person of faith.  Tap into your deep assurance, faith is there, 

patiently waiting to be set in your gaze once again.   
 

Start simply.  Notice the mess, the emptiness and discomfort, and let it be 

there until some light returns.  (Anne Lamott) 

Give yourself permission to believe even when it is beyond the power of 

reason to believe.  (Voltaire)   And then, just maybe, you’ll find that your 

faith, though unseen, is felt … is strength when [you] feel [you] have none, 

[especially when] all seems lost.  (Catherine Pulsifer) 
 

Look up to the moon as did the poet who has no faith and refuses it even 

the smallest entry.   
 

You are conjuring your faith.  You are fortifying your deep assurance.  You 

are rebuilding your trust.  And you are humbly seeking help and offering 

gratitude in the process.  
 

Remind yourself that you are a Unitarian Universalist. Tap into the deep 

assurance that truth’s revelation is ongoing.   
 

And as you lean into this faith, the faith that we strengthen when we 

gather here in Unity Hall, you may find that your faith in self and others, the 

faith that had been so badly broken begins to heal … the faith that had 

been previously untapped or unknown begins to emerge.   
 

Open your minds and hearts to the smallest entry.  Let this then, my small 

encouragement, be the first to open you to a new faith.  A faith that looks 

up and out … a faith that sets you free.  
   
 

Amen 


