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Assembly faces tough topics

By Jim Jones

Special to the Star-Telegram

The Unitarian Universalist Association -- a remarkably inclusive American denomination that embraces Christians, Buddhists, Humanists, Wiccans, atheists and theists -- will invade the Bible Belt next week.

Some 4,000 delegates to the national general assembly in Fort Worth Thursday through June 27 will champion gay rights and stage a downtown rally against the death penalty. Also, they will discuss a possibly controversial report, "Engaging Our Theological Diversity," citing ways to embrace a "language of reverence," whether referring to God or spirit or an ultimate meaning.

The goal is to enrich spirituality and better define Unitarian Universalists to the rest of the world. It won't be all serious stuff, though. 

One of the highlights, as far as I'm concerned, will be an appearance by legendary folk singer Pete Seeger, who wrote Where Have All the Flowers Gone and co-wrote with Lynn Hayes If I Had a Hammer. He will perform, along with Geoff Kaufman, at the assembly opening 7:30 p.m. Thursday at the Fort Worth Convention Center. The assembly continues through June 27.

I hope to see and hear Seeger. He was a favorite of mine singing with the Weavers on such classics as This Land Is Your Land, On Top of Old Smoky and Turn, Turn, Turn, the latter taken from the book of Ecclesiastes. He helped create the folk-singing craze of the early 1960s and is still touring, even though he celebrated his 86th birthday May 3. He lives with Tosha, his wife of 60 years, in New York state.

Seeger's anti-war activism and battle cries for union workers and victims of poverty and racism will resonate with many delegates who, under the assembly theme, "Ministering to Families in Today's World," will hear Princeton University religious historian and author Elaine Pagels, attend workshops and hear criticism of the Iraq War and calls for criminal justice and prison reform.

It's a return trip to Fort Worth for the 225,000-member denomination, which also had its national assembly here in 1994. I remember being fascinated by contrasts at the earlier convention. I interviewed conservative Christians at one booth, then went across the hall and talked with Wiccans, an Earth-centered faith of witches.

The Unitarian Universalist Association was founded in 1961 through a merger of two denominations, the Universalists, created in 1793, and the Unitarians, established in 1825.

The denomination ordains gays and lesbians and has been in the forefront of endorsing women's rights and what Unitarian Universalists refer to as marriage equality, or same-sex marriage. One event at this year's meeting is "The Prom You Never Had (But Now Can)." It's a dance party for delegates and the Fort Worth-Dallas gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender community next Saturday. Hillary Goodridge, the lead plaintiff in a Massachusetts court case that legalized civil marriage of gays and lesbians in that state, will speak.

The Rev. Craig Roshaven, senior minister of the First Unitarian Universalist Church in Fort Worth, will serve as master of ceremonies for an anti-death penalty rally calling for a moratorium on capital punishment. The rally will be at 12:45 p.m. Saturday at the north end of the convention center.

Among speakers will be the Rev. William Sinkford, president of the denomination, and Ralph McCloud, former Fort Worth city councilman and director of pastoral and community services for the Catholic Diocese of Fort Worth.

In another subject that has caused controversy, the Unitarian Universalist Commission on Appraisal will issue findings of a three-year study, contained in a 187-page book, recommending how Unitarian Universalists of many persuasions can find a theological center or a language of reverence to articulate their deepest spiritual longings.

The Rev. Earl K. Holt III, chairman of the nine-member Commission on Appraisal, said that Unitarian Universalists pride themselves on being a noncreedal body and that some are nervous about talking about religious language or God.

"The major fear among some UU's is that somehow we are doing this as a subterfuge to try create a creed," said Holt, minister of the King's Chapel House congregation in Boston. "Our goal is to recover the religious language of our faith, which we want to share with the rest of the world."
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Unitarians denounce U.S. torture of detainees

By Jim Jones

Special to the Star-Telegram

FORT WORTH - Unitarian Universalists on Monday denounced "U.S. sponsored torture" of military prisoners, describing it as a "crime against humanity."

"All government acts of torture, regardless of circumstance are immoral, unjustified and illegal," stated a resolution, approved on the final day of the Unitarian Universalist Association national assembly at the Fort Worth Convention Center.

"United States-sanctioned torture is not justified by national security needs," the statement said. "It engenders hatred against us. It does not keep us safe. Our practice of torture has shamed us and endangers our troops abroad and citizens at home."

The White House and the State Department have said torture of military prisoners, which was caught on videotape and resulted in courts-martial and convictions of military personnel, were aberrations and not U.S. policy.

The Unitarian Universalist resolution calls on members to support an interfaith anti-torture rally Sept. 24-26 in Washington, when U.S. officials will be charged with "aiding, abetting, ordering and conspiring to commit illegal physical and psychological torture" of detainees in Iraq, Afghanistan and Guantanamo.

During final business sessions, 4,000 delegates also approved a resolution calling for more aggressive action to stop violence in Sudan. The statement charged the Sudan government with aligning with other groups in the Darfur region to kill, rape and torture innocent civilians.

Unitarian Universalists, including the Rev. William Sinkford, president of the 225,000-member denomination, have called for more action by Western governments to end genocide in the African nation.

Sinkford was among those arrested in August at a protest at the Sudanese Embassy in Washington.

Although this year's assembly passed no resolutions concerning the war in Iraq, Sinkford said in an interview that past resolutions have called for setting a timeable to bring American troops home.

"It's important, in my view, to separate any opinion we may have about our policy in Iraq from our support of the troops," Sinkford said.

Sinkford, whose 23-year-old son served in Afghanistan, said he has wrestled with the Iraq war issue and has come to the conclusion that "the very best support we can provide to our troops is to bring them home."

He said he is joining with other religious leaders in calling for a timetable to end "the occupation of Iraq."

"It's my judgment that our presence in Iraq is not, in fact, helping the Iraqi people; that the violence will continue while we're there," he said.
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Americans are spiritually hungry, historian says

By Jim Jones

Special to the Star-Telegram

Eminent religion historian Elaine Pagels says her popular books about the so-called secret gospels of early Christianity, and bestselling novels such as Dan Brown's The Da Vinci Code, indicate a spiritual hunger in America.

"I think our spiritual needs are very deep," Pagels said in an interview before delivering the Ware Lecture on Sunday night at the national general assembly of the Unitarian Universalist Association. The five-day assembly ends today.

"Also, all our religious institutions are being challenged and we are asking questions," she said. "We have so many religious issues, and there are divisions in every church."

Pagels' lecture centered on her bestseller Beyond Belief: The Secret Gospel of Thomas, which contrasts the teachings in the Gospel of John to the noncanonical Gospel of Thomas, discovered in Egypt in 1945.

"The Gospel of John focused on Jesus as the only begotten son of God," she said. "The Gospel of Thomas comes from that same tradition of Jesus as a divine light of God, but it also talks about that you, too, can become children of God."

Pagels, professor of religion at Princeton University best-known for her book The Gnostic Gospels, said interest in early Christianity is strong, as indicated by The Da Vinci Code. Although fictional, the novel brought up questions about the early church.

"People started to ask, 'If we didn't know that about early Christianity, what else didn't we know?' " she said. "And the answer is, 'There's a lot we didn't know.

"These Gospels didn't just drop down from heaven on a golden cloud. They were written by people and collected and traditionally are regarded as inspired, which they well may be. But there may be other writings that were inspired too."

Sometimes she's been called a heretic because of her studies, but Pagels said her spiritual life has been deepened and enriched by her research into early Christian history.

Pagels said she learned early about the importance of a spirituality. "I found that out growing up in a family that didn't value it," she said. "My father was a scientist, and his attitude was 'Who needs religion?' And I did."

Her family wondered why she had such an intense interest in faith. When she was 14 she attended a Billy Graham crusade in San Francisco.

"I was born again," she said. "I loved it. I joined an evangelical church. Then I found you only could associate with certain people and that people who didn't believe the way you do were going to hell. It didn't make sense to me."

Pagels said she loves the Christian faith because of its teachings about God's love.

"What I don't love about it is saying that everybody who doesn't believe it this way is going to hell," she said.
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Rally opposes death penalty

By Jim Jones

Special to the Star-Telegram

FORT WORTH - With a hot sun blazing down, a speaker at an anti-capital-punishment rally said Texas is the true "hellhole" as far as the death penalty is concerned.

"You are standing in a state that is the worst killing jurisdiction in the Free World," Ron Halpern of Dallas, head of the Texas Coalition to Abolish the Death Penalty, told about 300 gathered outside the Fort Worth Convention Center.

The rally was held as a "public witness" against the death penalty and was part of the Unitarian Universalist Association national assembly, which continues through Monday.

Some of the 4,000 delegates to the assembly carried signs reading "Death Penalty is Dead Wrong," "Fight the Urge to Kill" and "Death Doesn't Deter Crime."

The Rev. William Sinkford, president of the Unitarian Universalists, prayed for prosecutors, prison officials and others whom he said participate in a flawed system "that metes out death."

He also prayed that Texas lawmakers "may find the courage to put aside the understandable impulse for punishment" and create a system that protects residents "without taking more life."

The Rev. Craig Roshaven, minister of First Jefferson Unitarian Universalist Church in Fort Worth, presided at the rally and recognized members of other religious faiths participating.

Ralph McCloud, director of pastoral and community services for the Roman Catholic Diocese of Fort Worth and a former Fort Worth City Council member, said the time must come when people focus on reconciliation and redemption.

"We people of faith, gathered here today, envision a day when we will no longer have capital punishment," McCloud said.

Linda White, chairwoman of Murder Victims for Reconciliation, whose 26-year-old daughter was a murder victim, said the death penalty offers false hope to the families of those who die from violent crime.

"So many have found out after waiting 10 or 15 years to see someone executed that it doesn't bring closure or peace," she said.

Opposing the death penalty is not new for the Boston-based denomination of 225,000 members. At the first general assembly 44 years ago, when Unitarian and Universalist denominations merged, delegates approved a resolution calling for an end to capital punishment.

