Touchstones
Reason

September 2021

This month, our theme is “Reason.” Reason is a precious word to Unitarian Universalists. Back in 1819, one of
the ways that William Ellery Channing explained Unitarianism was that “Reason was a gift from God,” and
should be used to understand the bible and our lives. Unlike some at the time (and now) who suspected that
reason was a temptation of Satan, or an obstacle to faith, the Unitarians and Universalists held that reason
was good, and that we should use it in our religious life. They denied then, as we deny now, that religious and
science were contradictory. Our religious ideas should be shaped by our minds, by our reason, and by science.
And here this church, we affirm each week that “reason is our guide.” We say that “love and reason” are
central to how we think and live.
But what is “reason?” I’ve been listening to a podcase about the French Revolution, and the “Age of Reason”
was closely connected with the “Reign of Terror.” Reason can be a weapon – when we say that people who
disagree with us are “unreasonable”, or when we define reason as male, white, rich, and so on.
But reason, properly understood, can be a gift. It can clarify, question, build, and discover.
What does “reason” mean to you? That’s what I you to think about this month.
What it means to me:
•

A commitment to curiosity, humility, and the scientific method. The mind wants to learn, to discover,
and to explore. A commitment to reason means to test our hypothesis, to be open to new
information, to learn from the wisdom of others.

•

A elevation of the power of the mind. Like Channing, I affirm that reason is a gift, not a curse. We are
called to use it, to think, to wonder, to converse with others, so that we will know more. Education is a
good thing and we should do it our whole lifes.

•

A willingness to shift things when they don’t work. Reason asks “does this make sense?” When it
doesn’t, then we need to think about how to make it better, if possible. This “reform impulse” can be
good when paired with humility and love. It can be domineering when it isn’t, so we want to be careful
here. But “reason” can help us make a better world.

•

Finally, a commitment to the truth. We should speak the truth about the world and our lives. We
should search for the truth. And we should let go of things that are not true, even if they serve our
interests well.

Understanding what reason teaches us and following it is hard work. But it’s important work, and part of who
we choose to be. I look forward to discussing this question with you this month.
In faith,
Matthew
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Reason & Repairing the World

-Coffee Hour on Sunday. 337-267-3668. 11:10 a.m. Grab
a cup and jump on to say hello!

- Touchstones: contact your touchstones group
facilitator for the time
and meeting ID, if you do not already have it.

Want to have a group – a book group, a parent group, a
“circle supper”, or whatever you like?
– just email Autumn at office@uurockford.org and she
can give you the Zoom login and password

Reason, along with science, is under assault, a
bizarre and tragic occurrence in the 21 st
century. This comes at a time when the earth is
in greater peril than ever before from the
devastation of climate change. Human avarice
and the quest for power mock virtue, while the
repair of the world is urgent and daunting.
Pseudo-science, climate denial, alternative
facts, fake news, and lies suggest that reason
doesn’t matter, yet it does. While reason is not
infallible, it is an important guide and tool for
repairing the world. This is not a momentary
interlude but the work of generations. Reason,
critical thinking, science, philosophy,
technology, political will, and more are crucial
to this endeavor.

