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In the landscape of modern pluralistic theology, few texts carry the weight and introductory precision of A Chosen
Faith: An Introduction to Unitarian Universalism. Authored by John A. Buehrens, a former president of the
Unitarian Universalist Association (UUA), and the late Forrest Church, a prominent public theologian, the book
serves as more than a mere primer. it functions as a foundational roadmap for a religion that explicitly rejects
dogma in favor of a covenantal framework. This article provides an exhaustive technical and historical breakdown
of the themes, organizational structures, and pedagogical methodologies presented within this seminal work.

The Theoretical Framework of Liberal Religion

The core proposition of A Chosen Faith is the concept of a "liberal religion." In this context, "liberal" does not refer
to a political stance but to the Latin liberalis, meaning "pertaining to a free person.” The book argues that faith is

not a set of inherited certainties but a deliberate choice—a chosen faith. This shift from a creedal to a covenantal
model represents a significant evolution in Western religious thought.

Creedal vs. Covenantal Models

To understand the technical underpinnings of the faith described by Buehrens and Church, one must distinguish
between the Creedal Model and the Covenantal Model. Unitarian Universalism operates strictly on the latter.

* Creedal Model: Membership and identity are contingent upon the affirmation of specific theological
propositions (e.g., the Nicene Creed). Deviation from these propositions results in heresy or exclusion.

¢ Covenantal Model: Membership is defined by a promise regarding how members will treat one another and
the world, rather than what they must believe. This allows for theological diversity (atheism, theism, agnosticism)
within a single community.

The Seven Principles: The Operational Protocol

While Unitarian Universalism (UU) has no dogma, it operates under a set of Principles and Sources. A Chosen
Faithexplores these as the functional logic of the faith. These principles act as the "operating system" for UU
congregations:

1. The inherent worth and dignity of every person: The foundational anthropological claim.
Justice, equity, and compassion in human relations: The ethical mandate.

Acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth: The communal obligation.
A free and responsible search for truth and meaning: The epistemological framework.

The right of conscience and the use of the democratic process: The governance model.

The goal of world community with peace, liberty, and justice for all: The global vision.

Respect for the interdependent web of all existence: The ecological and ontological realization.
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Technical Analysis of Religious History and the 1961 Merger

A significant portion of the book is dedicated to the historical synthesis that created the modern UUA. This is not
merely a timeline but a theological convergence of two distinct American religious traditions.



Unitarianism: The Intellectual Stream

The Unitarian side of the faith emerged from the 18th-century Enlightenment and the radical wing of the Protestant
Reformation. Its primary technical deviation from orthodox Christianity was the rejection of the Trinity in favor of the
Unity of God. Key figures like William Ellery Channingemphasized the "likeness to God" in humanity and the
use of reason in biblical interpretation.

Universalism: The Compassionate Stream

Universalism provided the emotional and ethical counterpoint. Its central doctrine, Universal Salvation, posited
that a loving God would not condemn any soul to eternal hell. This technical shift in eschatology—from
exclusionary salvation to inclusionary grace—fundamentally changed the social mission of the church, leading to
early involvement in abolitionism and women's rights.

The 1961 Consolidation

The merger between the American Unitarian Association and the Universalist Church of America in 1961 was
a complex administrative and theological feat. A Chosen Faith details how these two traditions, though different in
class and culture, shared a common commitment to religious freedom and social justice, eventually forming the
UUA.

Comparative Matrix: Unitarian Universalism vs. Traditional Orthodoxy

To facilitate a clearer understanding of the unique positioning of the faith described in the text, the following table
compares key structural and theological metrics.



Feature Traditional Orthodoxy Unitarian Universalism (per A
Chosen Faith)

Source of Authority Scripture, Tradition, Magisterium Direct experience, Conscience,
Reason, Science

Theological Requirement Affirmation of Creed Commitment to Covenant

View of Humanity Original Sin / Fallen state Inherent Worth and Dignity

Salvation Model Exclusivist (Through specific faith) Universalist (Implicit or rejected as
unnecessary)

Governance Episcopal or Presbyterian hierarchies Congregational Polity (Pure
Demaocracy)

Role of Doubt Often viewed as a spiritual hurdle An essential tool for the search for
truth

The Six Sources: The Epistemological Foundations

Buehrens and Church emphasize that UU faith is "open-sourced." It draws its wisdom from six distinct areas, which
are meticulously analyzed in the book as the Sources of the Living Tradition:

« Direct experience of transcending mystery and wonder, which moves us to a renewal of the spirit and an
openness to the forces which create and uphold life.

¢ Words and deeds of prophetic women and men which challenge us to confront powers and structures of evil
with justice, compassion, and the transforming power of love.

* Wisdom from the world's religions which inspires us in our ethical and spiritual life.

« Jewish and Christian teachings which call us to respond to God's love by loving our neighbors as ourselves.

¢ Humanist teachings which counsel us to heed the guidance of reason and the results of science, and warn us
against idolatries of the mind and spirit.

e Spiritual teachings of Earth-centered traditions which celebrate the sacred circle of life and instruct us to live
in harmony with the rhythms of nature.

Implementation: The Six-Session Discussion Guide

One of the practical applications of A Chosen Faith is its use in Newcomer Orientation and Adult Religious
Education. The JSON data references a discussion guide written by Joan Goodwin. This guide is structured as
a six-session program designed to move individuals from "curiosity" to "commitment.”

Session Workflow and Objectives

1. Session 1: The Search for Meaning: Focuses on the fourth principle. Participants map their own spiritual
journeys.

2. Session 2: Our Religious Ancestry: A deep dive into the Unitarian and Universalist histories mentioned in the
book.

3. Session 3: The Web of Life: Exploring the seventh principle and the theological implications of
interdependence.

4. Session 4: Social Justice and Prophetic Witness: Analyzing how faith translates into political and social
action.



5. Session 5: Worship and Spiritual Practice: Discussing what it means to "worship" in a community without a
single god-concept.
6. Session 6: The Meaning of Membership: The technical requirements of joining a covenantal community.

Case Study: Congregational Polity in Action

A critical technical component discussed by Buehrens is Congregational Polity. In the UUA, there is no central
authority that can dictate doctrine to an individual congregation. Each church is self-governing.

Operational Failure Modes and Solutions

Because UU congregations are democratic, they are susceptible to specific operational challenges. A Chosen Faith
implicitly addresses these through its focus on covenant.

¢ Challenge: Paralysis through Analysis. Given the emphasis on reason and individual conscience, reaching a
consensus on social issues can be slow. Solution: The book suggests the "covenant of right relationship," where
the process of disagreement is as sacred as the outcome.

¢ Challenge: Lack of Theological Identity. Critics often argue UU is "anything goes." Solution: Buehrens and
Church clarify that while UU is broad, it is not empty. It is defined by its boundaries of inclusion and its rigorous
commitment to the search for truth.

The Concept of the "Living Tradition"

The authors argue that Unitarian Universalism is a "Living Tradition." This is a technical term indicating that the faith
is non-static. Unlike faiths that seek to return to a "pure" historical origin, UU is designed to evolve based on new
scientific discoveries and cultural shifts. This makes the text of A Chosen Faitha snapshot of a moving target—an
essential guide for a religious movement that expects to change.

Technical Synthesis: The Mechanics of Growth

Spiritual growth in the context of A Chosen Faith is measured by the expansion of one's circle of concern. The
authors utilize a model that moves from the Individual (Principle 1) to the Community (Principle 3) to the Global/
Cosmic (Principle 7). This progressive expansion is the technical definition of "salvation" in a liberal religious
context—not a rescue from hell, but a rescue from isolation and meaninglessness.

Broader Implications for Modern Pluralism

In an era characterized by increasing religious polarization and the rise of the "nones" (those with no religious
affiliation), the framework provided by John Buehrens and Forrest Church offers a significant alternative. By
decoupling religious community from dogmatic certainty, the authors present a model for how diverse societies
can function. The book serves as a technical manual for building "beloved communities" where the bond of union is
not a shared creed but a shared purpose.

As an introductory text, its longevity (from the 1990s through updated editions) is a testament to the stability of the
1961 merger's logic. It remains the primary resource for understanding how a faith can be both historically rooted
and radically open to the future. Whether utilized in a formal six-session study group or read as a personal
manifesto, the insights within provide a robust intellectual and spiritual architecture for those seeking a "chosen
faith."
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