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What Does It Mean  
To Be a People of Faith? 

 
 

“I love the recklessness of faith. First you leap, then you grow wings.” 
                                                                                                -William Sloane Coffin 

 
This we know: Unitarian Universalism calls us to be faithful doubters. Be cautious, says our 
tradition. Do not automatically believe what you’ve been told, especially when someone 
asks you to believe it based on their authority. Test it. Put it through the fire of your own 
experience, your precious power to reason and the gift of the scientific method. Yes, be 
cautious, bravely so. 
 
But be reckless as well. This too is what our tradition equally lifts up when it comes to faith. 
Faithfully doubt, but right alongside that push yourself to faithfully leap. And again, bravely 
so.  This second meaning of being a people of faith is what we lean into this month. 
 
Simply put, UU faithfulness is not just about doubting what we've been told, but trusting 
what can be. The arc of the universe bends towards justice. The societal problems we face 
are not greater than our collective power to solve them. The personal burdens we carry are 
not greater than our capacity to overcome and grow from them. Life can be better. We can 
be more.  These are all statements of faith that can't always easily be backed up by objective 
proof, air-tight logic or personal experience.  And yet we lean into them anyway. We risk 
living as though they were true. 
 
And we do so because something inside us or around us whispers, “There is more.”  Not 
necessarily more in the sense of an invisible world or reality beyond this one, but more in 
the sense of what's possible. As William Sloane Coffin captures so well, new and greater 
realities are not something one believes in as much as something that one creates by taking a 
leap. We convince ourselves that life can’t be trusted, that people will let us down, that this 
is as good as it gets.  And then a hunger rises up in us that says “act anyway,” “trust 
anyway,” “fear not,” “try again.”  In this sense, our tradition challenges doubt. Some doubts 
are healthy; other doubts keep us small. Don’t trust the impulse to stay small, says our 
tradition.  Listen deeply to life’s mystical whispers about there being more. 
 
In other words, faith is an invitation, more so than a statement of belief. It's not so much 
something we have or think, as something that happens to us.  So this month, friends, let 
faith lure you into new life.  Doubt the voices trying to convince us of the logic of staying 
small.  Know that life wants more from us and for us. Know that there is a mystical urge in 
us and around us that does not want us to be satisfied with the way things are or remain 
shriveled in the safety of small living.  Listen for the faith-full whispers.  Take a leap!  Grow 
wings! 
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Our Spiritual Exercises: 
 
 

Option A: 
Six Word Faith 

 
Sometimes talking about faith can wind us in circles. Ultimately, our faith is too complex, visceral 
and personal to be easily shared.  But some have tried to sum up their faith in six words alone.  It’s a 
practice that clarifies and amplifies what matters most to us.  It helps remind us of and hold on to our 
deepest commitments.  This month, try it for yourself.  Come to your group with your own six words 
that describe your UU faith and share what this process was like for you.  Here are some inspiring 
examples: 
http://blog.chron.com/believeitornot/2010/01/six-word-stories-of-faith/ 
https://twitter.com/hashtag/mysixwordstoryoffaith 
 
 

Option B: 
Ignore Your Doubts 

 
All of us know what it's like to lose our faith.  We've been betrayed by a relationship, let down by 
our church community, or convinced that life just won't get better.  Our greatest faith often involves 
the belief that life and others don’t deserve our faith in them.  But sometimes our doubts need to be 
doubted.  Sometimes life and the people around us need to be given a second chance.  This month 
pick an experience, person or group that you've lost faith in and risk giving it/them another try. 
Come to group ready to share whether or not the risk paid off, and more importantly, what it taught 
you about yourself. 
  
 

Option C: 
Picture Your Faith 

 
Forget trying to explain it. Sometimes faith is best expressed through images.  This month think 
about what faith looks like for you.  Find or take a picture of yourself or others “living faithfully.”   
Will it be an image of a singular person lost in prayer, a walk in the woods, two people holding 
hands, or two enemies putting down their guns?  Whatever it is, come to your group with a photo 
and let it do the explaining for you.  Here’s some inspiration:  
http://www.purpleclover.com/life-reimagined/2684-30-photos-will-make-you-believe-humanity-
again/ 
http://news.distractify.com/people/amazing-moments/ 
http://www.godvine.com/read/faith-in-humanity-114.html 
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Your Question: 
As always, don’t treat these questions like “homework.”  You do not need to engage every 
single one.  Instead, simply or take a picture the one that “hooks” you most and let it lead 
you where you need to go.  And then come to your Soul Matters meeting prepared to share 
that journey with your group. 

 
 

1. How is life calling you to leap?  Whether it is a big or little leap, life continually invites us 
to make a choice, invest in relationship or alter our path before we know all the facts or are 
giving guarantees. What edge are you standing on right now? And how is life calling you 
to jump?  Or in the words of William Sloane Coffin, how is life calling you to be a bit 
reckless? (“I love the recklessness of faith. First you leap, then you grow wings.”)  

 
2. Do you still believe faith is a dirty word? For many UUs, the idea of "taking it on faith” is 

naive at best and dangerous at worst. But experience often teaches us that it's not that simple. 
How has the idea of "an act of faith” evolved in your life? 

 
3. Are you trying to grab hold of water? Are you so sure you need to be in control? Alan 

Watts compares having faith to trusting yourself to water: “You don't grab hold of the water 
when you swim, because if you do you will become stiff and tight in the water, and sink.”  
Where is there unnoticed water in your life? Why are you so unwilling to trust and let go?     

 
4. How radical is your faith?  UU minster, Rev. A. Powell Davies, wrote, “There are no 

problems greater than our power to solve them. There are no burdens greater than our 
strength to overcome them.”  Do you share this faith?  If not, how would your life change if 
you did? 

 
5. UU’s often talk about putting their faith in action, what does this mean to you? How do you 

live your faith in your everyday life? More importantly, could someone recognize your 
faith by watching your daily living?    

 
6. Why don't you share your faith? Sometimes we are reluctant to share our faith with 

others.  Have you held yourself back from proclaiming and sharing the good news of 
Unitarian Universalism? Are you sure evangelism isn’t just another word for “sharing the 
gift you have been given”? 

 
7. Are you embarrassed by your faith?  Unitarian Universalism can sometimes be 

uninviting, even hostile, to those of us who believe in “things unseen” or have faith in things 
that science can’t prove.  Are you keeping pieces of your faith secret out of fear of your UU 
family seeing or treating you differently?  Is it time to share your entire faith with your 
spiritual community?     

 
8. What’s your question? Your question may not be listed above. As always, if the above 

questions don't include what life is asking from you, spend the month listening to your days 
to hear it.   
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Recommended Resources: 
As always, this is not required reading.  We will not analyze or dissect these 
pieces in our group.  They are simply meant to get your thinking started, and 
maybe to open you to new ways of thinking about what it means to be “a people 
of faith.” 
 

faith 
noun 
1. confidence or trust in a person or 
thing. 
2. belief that is not based on proof. 
Synonyms: acceptance, belief, 
conviction, loyalty, hope, doctrine 
 

Wise Words: 
 
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.  
- David Whyte 
 
“Faith is not something to grasp, it is a 
state to grow into.”  
-Mahatma Gandhi 
 
“We all have [the] absolute right to reach 
out, without holding back, toward what we 
care about more than anything.  Whether 
we describe the recipient as God, or a 
profound sense of indestructible love, or 
the dream of a kinder world, it is in the act 
of offering our hearts in faith that 
something in us transforms....  We 
[don’t]…stand on the sidelines but [leap] 
directly into the center of our lives, our 
truth, our full potential.  No one can take 

that leap of faith for us; and no one has 
to.  This is our journey of faith.” 
-Sharon Salzberg, Faith 
 
“Faith is a state of openness or trust. To 
have faith is like when you trust yourself 
to the water. You don't grab hold of the 
water when you swim, because if you do 
you will become stiff and tight in the 
water, and sink. You have to relax, and the 
attitude of faith is the very opposite of 
clinging and holding on. In other words, a 
person who is fanatic in matters of religion 
and clings to certain ideas about the nature 
of God and the universe becomes a person 
who has no faith at all. Instead they are 
holding tight. But the attitude of faith is to 
let go and become open to truth, whatever 
it might turn out to be.” 
-Allan Watts 
 
“To have faith requires courage, the ability 
to take a risk, the readiness even to accept 
pain and disappointment. Whoever insists 
on safety and security as primary 
conditions of life cannot have faith.” 
-Eric Fromm 
 
“The opposite of love is not hate, it's 
indifference. The opposite of beauty is not 
ugliness, it's indifference. The opposite of 
faith is not heresy, it's indifference. And 
the opposite of life is not death, but 
indifference between life and death.” 
-Elie Wiesel 
 
“So far as I can see, all the great leaders—
and the great exemplars of religion—
possessed…faith in life’s essence, in its 
hidden meaning, in its moral claim, and in 
the rightness of its inner spiritual 



 6 

guidance. And by this the great ones lived 
their lives. So must we. There are no 
problems greater than our power to solve 
them. There are no burdens greater than 
our strength. We shape—by every moment 
of our lives—the great decisions. Then let 
us venture still!—with reason as a lamp to 
guide us—but lighted with the light of 
faith.” 
- Rev. A. Powell Davies 
 
“Faith is taking the first step even when 
you don’t see the whole staircase.”  
-Martin Luther King, Jr. 
 
“I love the recklessness of faith. First you 
leap, then you grow wings.”  
-William Sloane Coffin 
 
“Doubting is not a sin. Doubting is an 
invitation to enter into the mystery more 
deeply, to go beyond the superficial.”  
— John Aurelio in Returnings 
 
“True faith can only grow and mature if it 
includes the elements of paradox and 
creative doubt. Such doubt is not the 
enemy of faith but an essential element in 
it. [True and life-giving] faith does not 
bring the false peace of answered 
questions and resolved paradoxes.”  
- Kenneth Leech 
 
“Faith cannot save you from the claims of 
reason, except insofar as it preserves and 
protects that wonderful, terrible time when 
reason, if only for a moment, lost its claim 
on you.” 
- Christian Wiman 

 
 “Faith – one’s sense of the ultimate 
character of existence – not only centers 
the mind and provides a resting place for 
the heart. It is also the orienting guide of 
the hand. Faith determines action. Faith is 
manifest in act. Faith is intimately related 
to doing…. Our faith is revealed in our 
behavior.” 
-Sharon Daloz Parks 

Videos & Online: 
 
The Doubt Essential to Faith 
http://www.ted.com/talks/lesley_hazleton_th
e_doubt_essential_to_faith 
In writing a biography of the Prophet 
Muhammed, Lesley Hazelton discovers a 
side of doubt that she believes could end 
religious fundamentalism. 
 
Evolving “Faith” 
http://www.onbeing.org/program/evolving-
faith/95 
This podcast from journalist Krista Tippett 
explores what’s happening to faith in 
America. 
 
Atheism 2.0 
http://www.ted.com/talks/alain_de_botton_a
theism_2_0 
Should we be dividing up the world into 
people who have faith and people who 
don’t? Alain de Botton talks about a new 
meaning of faith, one that doesn’t divide us. 
 
A Year of Living Biblically 
https://www.ted.com/talks/a_j_jacobs_year_
of_living_biblically  
Author AJ Jacobs lives a year according to 
the Bible to investigate whether it will 
change his faith. He helps us laugh and 
reconsider our own faith practices. 
 
Our American Faith: Do you have faith 
that America is the greatest country on 
earth? 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VMqcL
UqYqrs 
 
This I Believe 
During its four years on NPR, This I Believe 
engaged listeners in a discussion of the core 
beliefs that guide their daily lives. 
http://www.npr.org/series/4538138/this-i-believe 
http://thisibelieve.org 
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Movies: 
 
Keeping the Faith (2000) 
Saved! (2004) 
Jesus Camp (2006) 
The Way (2010) 
Raw Faith (a documentary on a UU 
minister: http://www.marilynsewell.com/raw-
faith-film/ 
 

Articles: 
 
The Subtle Sensations of Faith 
David Brooks 
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/12/23/opinion/da
vid-brooks-the-subtle-sensations-of-
faith.html?_r=0 
 
Activism is an Act of Faith 
By Tim DeChristopher 
http://www.uuworld.org/ideas/articles/280831.sh
tml  
 
The Day My Faith in America Died 
By Paul Rauschenbusch 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/paul-
raushenbush/the-day-my-faith-in-america-
died_b_6268506.html  
 
Belief is the Enemy of Faith 
By Rev. Peter Morales  
An article exploring whether belief and faith are 
or should associated. 
http://www.uuworld.org/ideas/articles/289346.sh
tml  
 
Becoming Fluent in Faith 
By Jeanne Harrison Nieuwejaar 
http://www.uuworld.org/ideas/articles/284020.sh
tml  
 
Don’t Be Stingy with Your Faith 
By John Gibbs Millspaugh 
Not spreading the word about Unitarian 
Universalism is a form of stinginess. 
http://www.uuworld.org/spirit/articles/23890.sht
ml  
 

Books: 
 
My Bright Abyss by Christian Wiman 
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/05/26/books/revie
w/my-bright-abyss-by-christian-wiman.html 
 
Waking Up by Sam Harris  
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/08/31/opinion/sun
day/frank-bruni-between-godliness-and-
godlessness.html 
 
Lincoln’s Battle with God: A President’s 
Struggle with Faith and What It Meant 
for America by Stephen Mansfield 
 
Books by Anne Lamott: Grace 
(Eventually), Traveling Mercies, and Plan B. 
 
Faith: Trusting Your Own Deepest 
Experience by Sharon Salzberg 
 
Fluent in Faith: A Unitarian 
Universalist Embrace of Religious 
Language  
by Jeanne Harrison Nieuwejaar 
 
Faitheist by Christ Stedman 
 
Amazing Grace by Kathleen Norris 
 
Acts of Faith by Eboo Patel 
 
Why Faith Matters by Rabbi David 
Wolpe 
 
War Zone Faith: An Army Chaplain’s 
Relfections from Afghanistan 
by Captain George Tyger 
 
The Poisonwood Bible by Barbara 
Kingsolver 
 
When Bad Things Happen to Good 
People by Harold Kushner 
 
The Book of Job 
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**  **  ** 
 

SOUL MATTERS 
FACEBOOK PAGE 

 
Join our Soul Matters Facebook group to 

share and find inspiration for this 
month’s theme: 

http://www.facebook.com/groups/soulm
atters/ 

 
SOUL MATTERS 

PINTEREST PAGE 
 
Join our Soul Matters Pinterest boards to 
see pins and pics for each of our monthly 

themes:  
http://www.pinterest.com/soulmatters20

14/ 
 

 
 

NEXT MONTH:   


