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Saints and sinners: Sunday school needs spicing up

ItwaslikeaTV gameshow, except that it was
about theBible. Themoderator asked oneof the
panelistswhat hiswifewasdoingwhen hefirst
met her. “ Shewastaking abath,” the husband
replied. It brought abig laugh from the pupils
in the classroom, who were supposed to iden-
tify the Bible charactersbeing referred to.

Thosewhoknew theBiblehad notroublewith
theanswer. The“wife” wasBathsheba The" hus-
band” was David. The Bible story isfound in
Samuel 2:11, which reports that “ one evening
David got up from his couch and, ashewalked
about theroof of hispal ace, hesawthereawomen
bathing, and shewasvery beautiful. Hewent to
inquirewho shewas. ... She becamehiswife.”

This game wasn't being played in a Sunday
school class, but many pupils wish Sunday

school was as much fun. The Bible game show
wasaprojectinaBibleliteratureclassinanOhio
publicschool. Although prayer and theteaching
of religion are forbidden in public schools, the
teaching of the Bible asliteratureisnot.

Some of the quiz questionsin the Bible lit-
erature class were harder than the David and
Bathsheba puzzler.

For instance: “When asked how the mother
of her intended reacted to thenewsof theirim-
pending marriage, shereplied, ‘ Shehad afit.””

The answer is Delilah. It is based on a pas-
sagein Judges 14, whichreportsthat Samson’s
parents were upset when he told them he
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One high-school girl, who was telling her
father about theclass, said, “Why can’t Sunday
school bethisinteresting?’
Itisacommon complaintamongchildrenthat
Sunday school isdull. Life magazine oncere-

planned to marry Delilah. She came from a ferred to Sunday school asthe“wasted hour.”

Philistine family, and the Philistineswere en-
emiesof |sragl.

In the opinion of one church’sreligious edu-
cationdirector, “ Sunday school stoo oftencram

the minds of our children with irrelevant data.
Whenacrisisarisesintheir lives, whichreligion
issupposedtopreparethemtomest,itisnohelp
to know there are 66 booksin the Bible or that
theLord'sprayer isfoundin Matthew 6.”

Othersput theblameon Sunday school teach-
ers. “We have to beg people to teach Sunday
school,” saysoneminister. Asaresult, weaccept
anybody without regard to their understanding
of theBibleor their ability torelateto children.”

What's the answer? The late Dean Willard
Sperry of Harvard Divinity School had arevo-
lutionary suggestion.

“1 have found myself asking,” said Sperry,
“why we should not solve the otherwise in-
soluble problem of the Sunday school by tak-
ing our childrento churchinstead?’

By now, said Sperry, the pedagogueswill be
saying, “That's all very well, but the average
child simply cannot understand what goes on
inchurch.”

Sperry’sresponsewas, “ Because most chil-
dren arein Sunday school whilethe main part
of the church serviceisgoing on, they missthe
dignity and color and symbolismand ceremony
of theadult worship service— andimpressions
intheareaof religion are quite asimportant as
information.

Itisin their impressionable years that chil-
dren can bepersuadedthat religionismajestic,
mysterious and beautiful .”

Let'sbesure, said Sperry, that wedo not kill
that for them in a Sunday school atmosphere
that isdrab and uninspiring.

Unitarian Universalists debate how much God should be in religion

By Rachel Zoll
Associated Press Writer

Toitsharshest critics, Unitarian Uni-
versalism is a religion — like
“Seinfeld” — about nothing.

Thereareno required rituals. There
isno church doctrine. Members don't
even haveto believein God to belong.

But for centuries, most members
have shared principles: They’ ve been
committed to progressivemovements,
from abolitionto gay rights.

Now agroup of churchgoers, includ-
ing some political conservatives, isac-
cusing the denomination of replacing
spirituality withsocial activism. They're
forming arival organization to attract
like-minded Unitarian Universalists.

The split has manifested itself asa
trademark lawsuit over who has the
right to the name American Unitarian
Association, but thereal divideisover
the definition of religion.

“Toanon-UnitarianUniversalist, the
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ideathat there needsto be amajor ef-
fort to restore God to religion is
oxymoronic,” said David Burton, a41-
year-oldlobbyist and co-founder of the
maverick group. “ Butin many Unitar-
ian Universalist congregations, and at
theUnitarianUniversalistAssociation,
it is sometimes controversial to talk
about God and the divine.”

TheRev. JohnBuehrens, president of
theUnitarianUniversalistAssociation,
the Boston umbrella group for the de-
nomination, arguesBurtonand hissup-
portersare driven by palitics.

“They claim atheological motive,
but whenyou haveapaid conservative
lobbyist at the core of it, you wonder,”
Buehrenssaid.

The debate moves to Cleveland
whentheUnitarian Universalists, with
220,000 members, hold their annual
meeting starting Thursday.

Burton chose the name American
UnitarianAssociationwhenheincorpo-
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rated hisgroup in hishome state of Vir-
ginia. TheUnitarian UniversalistAsso-
ciation sued, arguing the name, which
they never registered as a trademark,
became their property in 1961 when
Unitariansand Universalistsmerged.
“They are appropriating to them-
selves the Unitarian Universalist
Association’shistory andgoodwill and
tradition,” said Edward L eibensperger,
the attorney representing the UUA.
The case also raises questions about
who hasrightsto millionsof dollarsthe
Unitarian Universdists have been col-
lectingfromtrustsestablishedinthename
of the American Unitarian Association.
Burton said hewould bewilling to sign
away any legal right to thosefunds.
TheUnitarians, withrootsinamove-
ment that rej ected Puritan orthodoxy in
New England, arefamoudly resistant to
dogma. They have considered remov-
ing any referenceto “ God” from their
principles. They debatewhether to de-
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scribe their houses of worship as
churchesor even call themselvesade-
nomination.

Unitarians support afree search for
spiritual truth. Atheistsand pagansare
asignificant part of their membership.
Jews, Buddhists, Christiansand others
sometimesjointomaintaintheir tradi-
tionswithout having to accept, whole-
sale, their denominations’ creed.

Members say Unitarian Universal-
ismistheonly religionthat allowsthem
to change theology without changing
churches.

“Almostall of uswentthroughalong
period of agnosticism and atheism,”
said the Rev. Carl Scovel, who led the
UnitarianUniversalists' KingsChapel
inBostonfor nearly 40years. “Wefeel
asenseof identity, asenseof sympathy,
withthoseraising questionsabout con-
ventiona religion.”

That questioning hasled thedenomi-
nation to take liberal positionson hot-
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button religious and political issues
over theyears.

TheUniversalistsordainedtheir first
female minister in 1863. Churchgoers
were among the more active support-
ersof thecivil rightsmovement. They
havebacked gay rightssince1970, and
not only endorse same-sex unions, but
some churches also offer the couples
premarital counseling.

Yet some Unitarians fear their de-
nomination has become nothing more
than apolitical debateclub.

“It's a matter of how open do you
become to all beliefs?” said Roger
Finke, aPenn StateUniversity sociolo-
gist. “It'shard tojustify: why arewea
religion?’

Burton was raised in a Baptist
church, joinedupbriefly withtheMeth-
odists, thenwasbaptizedaPresbyterian
before marrying a Jewish woman and
decidingtojoin the Unitarians.

Hesaid hewasdrawn by thediverse

viewsin hisFloridacongregation. But
when he moved to the Washington,
D.C., areain 1995, he found the ser-
mons more often concerned federal
legidation than faith.

“There was little talk about spiritu-
ality,” Burtonsaid. “ It becameclear to
me that that was commonplace
throughout the country. The Unitariar
traditionwasbasi cally being subsumed
into apolitical movement.”

BuehrensseesBurtonmoreaspoliti-
cal operativethan spiritual seeker. Bur-
tonbelongstotheUnitarian Universal-
ists conservative forum and, as an at-
torney andlobbyist, representsAmeri-
cansfor Fair Taxation, whichadvocates
replacement of the income tax with a
national salestax.

BurtonwasontheMaryland steering
committeeof 1984 Reagan-Bush cam-
paign and was an adviser to the 1988
National Republican Platform Com-
mittee.
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