
Call to Worship  

Oh come everyone that thirsteth! Come to the water that is our 

faith community. Here, dreamers dream what worlds they please; 

here, we do the best we know. Leaving this place, I will be the 

gladdest thing under the sun. I will touch a hundred flowers and 

not pick one. This is today’s story. Welcome to worship.  

(Text from the musical selections this morning: "O Come Everyone That Thirsteth" from 

Mendelssohn's Elijah ; Rickard’s “Afternoon on a Hill”; Berstein’s “Make Our Garden 

Grow” from Candide ; and "Hymn" from Omar Thomas' We Will Know: An LGBT Civil 

Movement Piece in Four Movements )  

 

Reading  

Our living tradition began the twentieth century primarily as a 

liberal Christianity among Universalists and Unitarians, and ends 

that same century also embracing the riches of humanism, 

feminism, mysticism, natural theism, the Jewish tradition, many 

other world faith traditions, and the skepticism generated by this 



country’s disillusioning woes and wars. Within this thicket of 

diversity and doubt, the hymnbook resource committee sought to 

express the center and edges of our living tradition. In structuring 

and indexing the book, we used as guides the five sources of our 

living tradition and seven principles. Inspired by various liberation 

philosophies, cross-cultural perspectives, and ecological 

awareness, we sought to express a full range of spiritual imagery. 

Most notable is our use of feminine imagery for the divine. We 

applied similar inclusive insights to carols and some familiar 

hymns so that our tradition is not merely received. Each selection 

has its place within the wide embrace of our heritage and vision. 

Some hymns we included were obvious choices, some were 

elusive, and some we debated for years. We expect that some 

will require more thorough teaching than others. We encourage 

congregations not to avoid the less familiar but richly rewarding 

works. The coming decades will undoubtedly bring new challenge 



and change and not a little surprise. We offer this book in the 

hope that its spirit, in word and song, will empower us to sing our 

Living Tradition in the twenty-first century.  

(From the Preface to Singing the Living Tradition )  

 

 

We Sing Our Story  

Tyler Turner  

(Some ideas borrowed from the workshop “What We Sing is Who We Are” by Rev. 

Jason Shelton, an August 2016 sermon by Rev. David Morris, and the Alban Institute at 

Duke [see https://alban.org/archive/when-is-a-pipe-organ-just-a-pipe-organ/])  

 

Making music together is a living tradition. An accumulation of 

practices around something Unitarian Universalists have held 

dear: singing and making music together.  

 

https://alban.org/archive/when-is-a-pipe-organ-just-a-pipe-organ/


Unitarians have it easy. Two, maybe three, hymns each service. 

Growing up Southern Baptist, we often had 4-5 hymns on any 

given Sunday; and, the final hymn was particularly long---an altar 

call where we repeated the four or five verses several times until 

some repentant sinner or prospective new member walked down 

the aisle and kneeled on the steps with our pastor. Unitarians 

make a big deal about hour long services… We made a big deal 

about hour long sermons.  

 

As someone fairly new to Unitarian Universalism, I am actually 

quite surprised by our faith’s approach to hymnody. Hymns were 

something that riled Southern Baptists up! So much so that we 

had something called “singin’s”---Sunday nights where we all 

gathered just to sing our favorite hymns. My grandmother quotes 

hymns just about as much as she quotes the Bible. I’ve not found 

this same enthusiasm around hymnody in the UU congregations 



I’ve visited and served. And, don’t get me wrong, I do not confuse 

“opinionated about hymns” with “enthusiastic about hymn 

singing”.  

 

Growing up Southern Baptist, there were very few hymns that 

were unique to our denomination. Amazing Grace, Victory in 

Jesus, Sweet Hour of Prayer, Sanctuary, I Have Decided to 

Follow Jesus, Just as I Am...were all favorites, but were also 

known hymns to most other conservative protestants. But, no 

other denomination knows Spirit of Life, Come Sing a Song With 

Me, Gather the Spirit, I Know This Rose Will Open, We’ll Build a 

Land, or This is My Song. Even if they recognize some of our 

hymn tunes, no others sing the progressive texts that are included 

inside. What makes our hymnal unique is that it is a hymnal for 

UUs by UUs, incorporating texts from the founders of our faith 

and music from leaders still living. Every hymnal, regardless of 



faith, tells a story. And, I encourage you to always read the 

Preface of any hymnal you pick up. It always tells a story about 

where the faith exists at the time of publication. This morning’s 

reading was taken from the Preface of “Singing the Living 

Tradition”...or “the grey hymnal”.  

 

We sang “O Life That Maketh All Things New”--an unaltered 

hymn text written by Unitarian ministers Samuel Johnson and 

Samuel Longfellow, brother of the poet Henry Wadsworth, 

composerd around 1846. They wrote many hymns and collected 

several hymnbooks that represented a progressive theology that 

Unitarian Universalism today embraces. It is important to 

understand that these two Harvard Divinity School Graduates 

were both transcendentalists alongside two heros of our faith, 

Emerson and Thoreau. Emerson being of particular importance to 

the history of this church and this pulpit. Let us not forget that, 



during this time period, Unitarians and Universalists were 

separate belief systems dealing with subversive interpretations of 

Christianity. Even transcendentalism divided the Unitarians, even 

though this belief system along with further developments towards 

humanism help to define the theology found in most Unitarian 

Universalist pulpits today. Thus, Longfellow equating “Life” with 

“God” in today’s opening hymn...of calling God something beyond 

anthropomorphism...--was an act of subversion that spoke to a 

more progressive, transcendental concept of god that today as 

Unitarian Universalists we embrace and sing about. This is only 

one of many examples where our early faith leaders penned 

hymns that reveal a story of our division and our unity---the deep, 

complex, and beautiful story of our theological evolution as 

Unitarian Universalists. You can read our story in any theological 

history: Or, you can sing our story every Sunday.  

 



Our closing hymn today, “Where Is Our Holy Church” is a lesson 

in our faith’s turn towards humanism. The author, Edwin Wilson, 

born in 1898, was a founder and leader in the Unitarian march 

towards humanistic ideals. Just as Longfellow told of our shift 

towards transcendentalist ideals, Wilson highlights our faithh’s 

shift towards humanism. To call all humans holy and to identify 

each individual with god was a step beyond the 

transcendentalists, purposefully breaking down the concepts of 

“the church”, “the sacred”, the “one God”, “holy land”, and 

“heaven”. As we sing this today, I want to encourage you to really 

hear the text. Each line begins with a question of theology and is 

responded by an answer to that question. Where is our church? 

Our holy? Our God? Our holy land? Our heaven? We can read 

our history of humanistic thought, or we can sing it every Sunday.  

 



We Would Be One tells the story of unity between Unitarians and 

Universalists. It was created in 1953 by Samuel Wright, a minister 

who served as an adult leader for national youth groups.  He 

combined the familiar tune “Finlandia” with new words for a very 

special occasion.  At a joint meeting in 1954, the national youth 

groups of the American Unitarian Association and the Universalist 

Church in America voted to merge to create a new community 

called Liberal Religious Youth.  They beat their adult religious 

associations to Consolidation by 7 years. Wright’s hymn names 

the kind of community the young people hoped to create together. 

The new community they sought was dedicated to building a 

better world for tomorrow; it sought to find the deep common 

identity that binds us all together and guides us through life.  It is 

pledged to greater service, to love and justice. Bringing Unitarians 

and Universalists together, they sang “We Would Be One”, and it 

now appears in our hymnal. (Borrowed from Rev. David Morris, 



August 2016) We can study and read this history of our faith’s 

merger into Unitarian Universalism, or we can sing this story 

every Sunday.  

 

As UUs, we don’t have a single, sacred text. We thrive on drawing 

inspiration from a multiplicity of sources. Our hymnals are the 

closest thing we have to a denominational text: Something that 

most UU congregations share and use regularly. Any of you who 

grew up Christian can sing, “Jesus loves me, this I know…” What 

songs do you want your children to sing and know? Perhaps 

“Spirit of Life” is one of those tunes that binds us into a 

intergenerational commonality of songs that belong to us...that 

decree our faith no matter where our children go from here. I hope 

that we, as UUs, have something like “Jesus Loves Me” for our 

kids. Our children should know our faith through music like I did 

growing up. Although I couldn’t verbalize it in these terms, though 



singing hymns I knew that the resurrection of Jesus, repentance 

of sin, and belief in the holy trinity was central to my conservative 

Christian faith. Our hymns speak our doctrine, thus, what we 

choose to sing cannot be taken lightly. What we choose to sing, 

or not to sing, tells us--and more importantly, our visitors--what is 

valuable to us. What is good. What is right. When a person of 

color comes to our church, they should hear the open, welcoming 

community of which we often speak. When a queer person seeks 

our faith community, the music we choose should tell them they 

are safe. When an english language learner walks through our 

doors, our hymns should tell their story too. There have been 

multiple attempts by the UUA to supplement our grey hymnal. 

Singing the Journey aspires to provide hymns “that reflect our 

theological diversity and our respect for a variety of cultural 

expression”. Yet, more often than not, we write this book off and 

hide it from our congregations. Another seminal publication in 



Spanish, “Voices on the Journey” is rarely found in any UU 

congregation at all. If we believe that singing our doctrine together 

is important and if we recognize that our hymnody is our richest, 

most visceral communication of our doctrine, we should open our 

minds and begin to deeply explore the richness of our hymns. We 

should strive to tell our story a bit more fully.  

 

Follen has a rich musical tradition, garnering the title “the music 

church” around town. But, what I have experienced is that Follen 

has a very traditional idea of what music is and a very static, 

unexplored idea of what music is “for”. As your new music 

director, I have been met with lots of “traditions” and held to a 

number of “expectations”. In many ways, I have been expected to 

“accommodate” and “replicate” these existing practices. To 

forward the ideas that made us “the music church” to begin with. 

But, my concept of music ministry goes beyond what already 



exists here. It is important for us to understand that the tradition 

we have here is music––that is the underlying, foundational 

principle upon which a variety of specific practices have 

accumulated. When it comes to religious and spiritual practices, 

these “accumulations” are practices that build up around a 

tradition and become the ways a tradition is embodied in any day 

and age. For example, singing in worship is a foundational 

tradition. The songs we sing, which change from era to era, are 

the accumulations. So singing is foundational, but whether we 

sing traditional hymns, gospel songs, chants, rounds, or 

contemporary songs, they are all accumulations. Cherishing these 

accumulated practices is not wrong, as long as it is built on a 

meaningful foundation, as long as it is fertile soil for present 

generations and cultures, and as long as we are willing to brush it 

away when it becomes an impediment to growth. 

 



My friends: My job as your music program leader is not to 

accommodate you...it is to challenge you. For Follen to grow, our 

music ministry has to grow. My vision for the music ministry goes 

beyond accommodating and replicating the “accumulated 

practices” I have found here. While there is merit in continuing 

age-long traditions, I want our youth to learn new music that 

represents our faith. I want our youth choir programs to be places 

where kids come together to sing about Unitarian Universalism 

and engage in a wide variety of programming that challenges 

them in their faith and musical understanding. I want to make 

more space for adults to engage with our faith through music. We 

have a fantastic, well-trained Senior Choir; but, this group by 

design tends to exclude those who aren’t well trained or cannot 

read music.  My vision includes creating spaces for everyone to 

sing our faith at Follen. Do you realize that, for most congregants, 

Sunday morning is the only time they ever sing? God gave us an 



instrument that we all can use...yet, so many people believe their 

instrument is defunct. Research shows that 99% of people can 

learn to match pitch; only folks with identifiable brain malfunction 

are truly unable to match a pitch. Yet, our culture has made 

singing--something so natural to our humanness--an act of deep 

vulnerability. We have gendered it...men who sing are sissies. We 

have made it academic...those who can’t read music shouldn’t 

sing. My vision of music ministry is to break down those walls so 

that all can sing our faith, no matter their experience. This 

universal ability to sing makes me partial to the choral experience, 

and it grounds my vision for music ministry. But, I also believe that 

our music should go beyond these walls to draw folks into our 

octagon who might otherwise never come. I hope to expand our 

music offerings to include concert series, to feature our deeply 

historic Hook organ, to engage in deep collaboration with other 

musical congregations, and create programs where the 



community can make music here as a pathway to membership. 

During my tenure, I will change the way our Senior, Youth, and 

Junior choirs make music to be more inline with the vision of a 

Unitarian Universalist music ministry. This means some change. 

But, remember, my job is not to accommodate you...it is to 

challenge you.  

 

Music in our churches is our faith’s story. Let us never 

underestimate the hymns we sing, their texts, and why we sing 

them. Music is our doctrine. Let us always be aware of WHAT 

story we are telling and who that story is directed towards. Music 

can be a ministry, opening pathways to spirituality and deep 

community for our youth, our adult members, and the outsiders 

looking in. Let us never seek to accommodate simply what we 

already know. Let us always challenge ourselves to develop the 



root of our musical traditions so that we can always find new ways 

to deeply and meaningfully engage our faith.  

 

Benediction 

What we call a beginning is often the end 

And to make an end is to make a beginning  

The end is where we start from.  

We shall not cease from exploration 

And the end of all our exploring  

Will be to arrive where we started  

And know the place for the first time.  

Blessed be, and amen.  

(T. S. Eliot; #685 in Singing the Living Tradition )  

 


