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Whenever I hear the question of relevance bubbling up, and it seems to be often these days, I 
hear an undercurrent of anxiety and fear. Fear for our survival, for the survival of what we hold 
precious and even our value.  And yet I fear that the very question of relevance almost 
presupposes starting and ending in irrelevance. I say this with deep love for my faith community 
and siblings of other faith traditions. And it is precisely because I’ve been embraced and 
challenged by my faith that I now find myself yearning for other kinds of spiritual community; 
not finding them has heightened my calling to be part of their creation. 

Frederick Buechner said “The place God calls you is the place where your deep gladness and the 
world’s deep hunger meet.” In my experience, relevance is a byproduct of finding that 
intersection between passion and hunger, not a goal in and of itself. The search for relevance 
begins when we’ve already lost sight of passion and hunger, our own and the world’s. 

It reminds me of online dating, of which I’ve done my share. Imagine a person creating a profile 
they hope will attract a partner, saying they love the ‘ideal’ activities of, say, cooking, scuba-
diving, and playing sports, rather than an authentic profile that shares their love of all things Star 
Trek, knitting, and crokinole, trying to attract anyone rather than someone who loves them. And 
succeeding at neither. 

We try, often unsuccessfully, as Unitarian Universalists to cast our net wide, welcoming all. We 
add activity after activity to meet diverse interests and needs in a quest for vibrancy and 
relevance. And in doing so we spread ourselves thin and replicate the secular culture of busyness, 
fragmentation, and disconnection, and like the hopeful dating profile, fail to attract the people 
who might most connect with our passion. 

We say so often that if only people knew about us, they would be coming in droves. When 
people don’t come or don’t stay, I don’t question our relevance but I do question our integrity – 
how well we live our professed values. What does how we spend our time, energy, and money 
say about us? How much of our collective resources in congregations, denominational 
organizations, and even seminaries are spent on activities that drain our energy, maintaining 
committees and organizational structures? How often do we find ourselves simply going through 
the motions of habit and should?  

What would it be like instead to joyfully, soulfully, gently, fiercely, unapologetically live our 
faith and our calling? To redirect all our energy into that meeting place of our deep gladness and 
the world’s deep hunger? 

Some of our theologically more conservative counterparts are doing just that, finding radical 
ways to love their neighbours as themselves. For example, Jonathan and Leah Wilson-Hartgrove, 



who are part of the new monasticism movement, co-founded Rutba House, a house of hospitality 
where the formerly homeless are welcomed into a community that eats, prays, and shares life 
together. Ten years later, they still live there along with their young kids. I have heard of far 
fewer progressive faith communities finding comparably courageous and compelling ways of 
living their faith.  Our social justice efforts are often disconnected not just from theology but 
from relationship. And not the relationship of friendly greeting on the way to and from worship, 
coffee hour banter, check-ins at the beginning of meetings, but the intimate, messy, 
uncomfortable, often frustrating relationships that ask a lot and sometimes too much of us, 
relationships that we don’t leave behind when we walk out these doors. Instead of relationship 
we seem to root our social justice in values and concepts of equality and justice that we get from 
reading books and articles on Facebook rather than intimate relationship with people most 
affected. We see ourselves as creators and supporters of systems that help the world, and that it is 
only flaws in those systems, and not the fundamental premises of those systems, that cause harm. 

We grasp at innovation and ‘relevance’ as if they will be our saviours. They won’t. But if we can 
begin to live without worry about what tomorrow may bring, to really have faith, we will be 
freed from our anxious preoccupation with survival that is undermining not just our future but 
our present. I think this will inevitably make us more compelling to people seeking meaning in 
their lives.  And if it doesn’t, at least our faith communities will die having fully lived. 


