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Defending the Faith? 

Rev. Peggy Meeker, 10/22/17 

  

Reading: selection from I Corinthians 13 [The Unvarnished New Testament, transl. Andy Gaus, 

Phanes Press, 1991] 

If I speak the tongues of mortals and angels, but have no love, that makes me a trumpet-

blast or a cymbal-crash. And if I have the gift of prophecy and know all the mysteries and 

possess all knowledge and have faith enough to move mountains, but have no love, I’m 

nothing. And if I turn all my possessions into bread for the poor and deliver up my body for 

my greater glory hereafter, but have no love, it does me no good. 

Love can wait; love has a heart. Love doesn’t begrudge, doesn’t brag, isn’t inflated, 

doesn’t act crude, doesn’t take advantage, doesn’t pick fights, doesn’t plot evil, and takes no 

delight in doing harm, but delights together in the truth. It is always accepting, always 

believing, always hoping, always enduring. 

Love never fails. 

 

Defending the Faith? 

What does it mean to defend our faith, and how would we go about it? And what exactly is 

our faith?  It has certainly changed over the years. This past week I was reading a booklet that 

was published at this congregation’s centennial celebration in 1946, and the hymns that were 

sung at the One Hundredth Anniversary Service were “Our Father God” and “Dear Lord Behold 

Thy Servants, Here” [“A Century of Liberal Leadership: 1846-1946,” 1
st
 Universalist Church, 

1946]. The Universalist profession of belief that was adopted in 1899 included the words, “We 

believe that God, who has spoken to us through all his holy prophets since the world began, hath 

spoken to us by his son, Jesus Christ, our example and savior.”  In 1935, the reference to Jesus 

was changed from savior to spiritual leader [Charles A. Howe, The Larger Faith: A Short 

History of American Universalism, 1993, p. 80].  

It’s hard to know exactly what the people of this congregation would have believed ten years 

later, in 1946, but there were likely many Christians and many Deists among them. The words 

written on the beam up front express their faith: “Have we not all one Father; hath not one God 

created us.”  Are we not all one? Do we not all deserve justice and compassion? That was the 

great Universalist creed, along with the words inscribed on the wall behind me, below the 

depiction of St. Paul: “And now abideth faith, hope, love, these three, but the greatest of these is 

love.” Those are Paul’s words. Whatever theological disagreements we might have with him, he 
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saw himself as moving from his legalistic brand of Judaism into the freedom of love, based on 

God’s faithfulness. 

At any rate, within the next generation or two after 1946, we were no longer Christian, and 

today we have among us a tremendous range of beliefs. Just consider the viewpoints represented 

in the survey question from our Ministerial Search Committee about our beliefs: atheism, open 

agnosticism, strict agnosticism, deism, earth-centered spirituality, feminist spirituality, 

humanism, mysticism, naturalistic theism, neo-paganism, pantheism, UU Christianity, UU 

Buddhism, and Judaism, among others! 

With so many differences, what is our faith? What inspires us, calls us on? What is it that we 

are moved to defend? 

This question about defending our faith arose as I thought about St. Paul up there behind me, 

“the guy with the sword.”  I preached a sermon here eleven years ago, looking at all the 

symbolism in this sanctuary and trying to make my own peace with how much of it is 

Christian—the crosses, the angels, the apostles of Jesus up here in the front, Jesus himself in the 

back, the good shepherd.  I was summer minister here that year, 2006, and what I came to then 

was that the very mix of symbols—the Christian and the pre-Christian and the geometric and the 

mystical—the mix itself is a reminder (and here I quote myself) “that no one symbol, no one 

story, no one formulation can contain all truth or meaning. Each points toward something, but it 

is that something that matters, not the symbol. The challenge for us, indeed, our calling and even 

our privilege, is to see this grand mix of symbols … every week and to let it remind us that we 

must not look to the symbols for truth but look beyond them.  …  [We must] look anew, look 

again, look somewhere else. Don’t look in the same place where you found the gods the last 

time, because they will be somewhere else now.  Keep your eyes open, your mind open, your 

heart open. Let these symbols remind you.” 

So with that in mind, I look again at St. Paul, the guy with the sword, front and center. From 

our archives, I have a description of this window that reads “St. Paul, the apostle of Wisdom and 

of Power, stands in act of preaching, surrounded by classical architecture suggesting Athens, and 

also characteristic of his knowledge and philosophy. The gleaming sword symbolizes aggressive 

Christianity” [photocopy from a book; source unknown]. Aggressive Christianity is problematic 

for me; the church triumphant is the church of the crusades, the church that conquers and 

dominates and oppresses. It might be possible to see it more as a symbol of his defense of his 

faith through his preaching and teaching, the sword cutting through that which is false or 

misleading. But I’ve learned that the sword has another meaning. According to the National 

Gallery of London, Paul is often pictured with a sword to symbolize “the means of his 

martyrdom”—he was beheaded in Rome in about 67 BCE for his Christian zeal, a threat to the 

empire. So in a way, the sword is like the cross: it’s an instrument of capital punishment.  
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What of the part about Athens?  Paul was a traveling preacher and he delivered a sermon in 

Athens that is recorded in some detail in the book of Acts in the Christian Bible. There we read 

that Paul was distressed to see that the city was full of idols—that is, statues and other 

representations of various gods—and that he argued every day in the synagogue and in the 

marketplace with anyone who would listen, and Athenians were apparently known for their love 

of debate. Some dismissed Paul’s talk of the resurrection of Jesus as babble, but others were 

intrigued, and they brought him to the Areopagus, a place of temples and markets and the highest 

judicial court, and asked to hear more of his teaching. Here is part of what Paul said to the 

Athenians: “I see how extremely religious you are in every way, for as I went through the city 

and looked carefully at the objects of your worship, I found among them an altar with the 

inscription, ‘To an unknown god.’ What therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to 

you. [In other words, I’m going to tell you who your unknown god is.] The God who made the 

world and everything in it, he who is Lord of heaven and earth does not live in shrines made by 

human hands, …  From one ancestor he made all nations to inhabit the whole earth, and he 

allotted the times of their existence and the boundaries of the places where they would live, so 

that they would search for God and perhaps grope for him and find him—though indeed he is not 

far from each one of us. For ‘In him we live and move and have our being’; as even some of your 

own poets have said, ‘For we too are his offspring.’ Since we are God’s offspring, we ought not 

to think that the deity is like gold, or silver, or stone, an image formed by the art and imagination 

of mortals” [Acts 17:22b-29; NRSV].  I find it fascinating that he saw their altar to an unknown 

god and tried to convince them that this unknown god was the God that he worshipped, the one 

God. And at the same time, he told them that God was beyond the imagination of mortals. 

Somehow I think that if Paul had lived longer he might have come to appreciate that altar to an 

unknown god. In fact, I think he could almost have been a Universalist. “We are [all] God’s 

offspring.” 

The hymn we sang earlier, “It Sounds Along the Ages,” gets at the same idea as the altar to 

an unknown god: we confess that we do not know, we cannot pin down what ultimate reality is.  

The hymn goes a step further: though we do not know what it is, somehow it calls to us, it 

speaks, we catch the music of it, and we are called to do justice.  

Somewhere I read that in this window, Paul stands in the Areopagus and by the altar to the 

unknown god.  I don’t know if that’s true, but he is standing in a marketplace, a marketplace of 

ideas, in dialogue with anyone who would listen and with the unknown god. Eleven years ago I 

adopted the phrase “the guy with the sword” from Rev. George Tyger. George’s sermon about 

Paul focused on the sword as a symbol of courage, the kind of courage that comes from “a spirit 

of power and love,” the kind of courage needed to defend our faith in a world filled with 

intolerance and fear [“How About the Guy with the Sword?,” George Tyger, 6 March 2005]. So 

there’s yet another way to look at the sword. But today I’d like to suggest that we focus less on 

the sword and more on Paul as the guy who took his faith out into the world, the guy in the 

marketplace.  I think there’s more wisdom to be found in “the guy in the marketplace.” 
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Our beliefs today are different, and we put it differently, but we too defend our faith that all 

are God’s offspring in the marketplace of ideas.  We follow in the footsteps of Paul and of 

countless others from our Judeo-Christian heritage and our UU heritage and from this 

congregation—people like the Rev. John Brush, who prayed at that centennial celebration for 

God’s blessing on the future of this church, that it might “serve even more than in the century 

gone before” [“A Century of Liberal Leadership,” 1946].  We follow in the footsteps of all those 

whose faith carried them out into debates about the nature of God and the importance of religious 

freedom, and about slavery and women’s rights, and in more recent times about LGBTQ rights 

and the immigrants among us and, today, about black lives mattering. We defend our faith when 

we make a showing at events like the RocACTS Public Action Meeting on November 2
nd

.  I 

learned this week at a clergy caucus meeting that RocACTS was formed as an interfaith 

gathering of religious and faith communities to address racial justice. The Public Action Meeting 

will focus on three issues that are fundamental to that effort, and for each issue there will be 

personal testimony, analysis, and an “ask.” For police accountability, for example, City Council 

President Loretta Scott has committed to being there, and RocACTS is hoping to present her 

with 100 letters of support from Rochester congregations. They already have a letter from our 

board. They’re working hard to get 500 to a thousand people at that meeting, defending the kind 

of justice that our faith demands. 

We defend our faith whenever we stand on the side of love, whether it’s wearing our yellow 

Standing on the Side of Love T-shirts in the Pride Parade or rethinking the use of words like 

“standing” that can exclude people. Some of you may have read in the Fall UU World about the 

protests and debate over the Standing on the Side of Love campaign and the hymn by that name 

in the teal hymnal, #1014.  It’s a rousing hymn. The refrain, on the third page, is “We are 

standing on the side of love: hands joined together as hearts beat as one. Emboldened by faith, 

we dare to proclaim we are standing on the side of love.” But those last words do not resonate 

with people in wheelchairs. Jason Shelton, who wrote the hymn, was resistant to changing it 

when this was first brought to his attention, but last year he wrote new words to the music: 

Answering the Call of Love.  We defend our faith when we listen to those who say they are 

feeling unseen or unheard, and when we debate these things—including when we wonder 

whether we’re going too far—and when we learn new ways of doing things.  

We defend our faith any time we make our own or our collective voice heard in the 

marketplace of ideas, whether it’s holding up one of our signs or writing a letter to the editor or 

simply finding a quiet place where we can listen to the voice within. Not everybody can or wants 

to carry a sign, or go to events, but all of us are here to talk and reflect and pray together because 

our faith in the inherent worth and dignity of every person matters, because our faith in justice, 

equity and compassion matters, and because here we find wisdom. Here we find Paul, the guy in 

the marketplace, in dialogue with the world. Here we find that transcending mystery and wonder 

that calls to us and carries us on.  May it be so. 


