The following sermon was delivered at Champlain Valley UU Society in October 2007 

by Emma Richards and Meg Young, two participants on the 2007 UUPCC Youth Pilgrimage

MEG: For those of you less familiar with the UU- Transylvania connection, I’ll review. David Ference, or Francis David in English, was a religious man living in Transylvania in the 1500s. He combined the teaching of many religious thinkers of the time, including Michael Servetus, to form Unitarianism. His version of Unitarianism, while based on Christianity, encouraged personal spiritual journeys, self examination, and freedom of religious choice. Legend has is that David converted the entire city of Kolosvar to Unitarianism with one speech, and who are we to argue? At the time that David was doing all this, the king of Transylvania, John Sigismund, decided to hold a council in the city of Torda, at which representatives of the four major religions of Transylvania would speak: Catholic, Lutheran, Calvinist, and Unitarian. Whoever was most compelling, the king would adopt his religion. Since David could convert all of Kolosvar with one speech, needless to say he converted King Sigismund. However, not only did Sigismund convert to Unitarianism, he decreed that since Unitarians taught freedom of choice, that Transylvania would have freedom of religion, making Transylvania the first country to experiment with this concept. Religious freedom died with King Sigismund, but the Unitarian faith in Transylvania did not, and Unitarian churches there date back to the reformation. 

EMMA: Sanyi, a minister traveling with us, explained briefly the beliefs of Transylvanian Unitarians.  The core of their faith is a belief in one unified God, as opposed to the Catholic Trinity.  Jesus, while a great prophet, was not the son of God.  He was wise, and his teachings are still considered valuable, but he was only a man.

MEG: Before we left for Transylvania, I was a little dubious about the title of “youth pilgrimage” that the Unitarian Universalist Partner Church Council had attached to our trip. “Pilgrimage” put me in mind of white clad Muslims heading to Mecca or austere puritans landing on Plymouth Rock. I didn’t really see where a group of ten curious American teenagers fit into the mix. I still didn’t make the connection until we landed in Transylvania on Wednesday morning, and immediately began to explore our Unitarian heritage there.

EMMA:  Organized religion has never appealed to me, and though I'd thought briefly and occasionally about the idea of God, I'd always assumed I didn't believe.  I considered the idea of God a crutch for the spiritually shaky.  And Unitarianism Universalism?  Frankly, it didn't quite fit my definition of “religion.”  Growing up, I always considered it more of a club than anything else, a club that welcomed, as a friend of mine once put it, “refugees from organized religion.”  I planned to finish religious education and leave the church without looking back.  It was without history, without heritage, something put together by generations still living.  Its history stretched only as far back as e.e. cummings, Thoreau, maybe even back to some of the Unitarian founding fathers, but no further.  Consequently, it was quite a surprise to find out the Unitarianism had history dating from 16th century Transylvania.  

MEG: It was learning about this history, and seeing the rock where David spoke in Kolosvar and the church where the Council of Torda was held that lead me to believe that yes, this was a pilgrimage as legitimate as pilgrimages could be, for what is a religious pilgrimage if not a journey where one learns about his or her religious beliefs, history, and heritage? One need not wear different clothes, participate in age old rituals, or even believe that he or she is traveling in the light of God to be a pilgrim. As I see it now, having made my pilgrimage, I simply had to set out with a conviction in my heart to learn and think about my religion, and since I did this, and traveled with a group similarly motivated, my spirituality could not help but grow.

EMMA: The first Sunday of our trip, our group attended a Unitarian service given by the same minister who'd explained Unitarianism to us. It was in Hungarian, and as the sermon went on, my mind started to wander away from the words I was unable to understand.  As I was looking at the dusty painted panels that made up the ceiling of the church, I simply realized that I believed in God.  Not the God of the Christians, perhaps, but something.  God was just the convenient name for what I knew with illogical, unshakable certainty existed.  It wasn't tangible or provable, it hadn't created the heavens and the earth, and I was fairly certain it didn't have any direct control over my life; it simply was.  It was the spirit of life, love, forgiveness, and truth in humanity.  It was what inspired beauty and kindness.  It was that perfect good that no human can ever attain, but which no one is ever without a piece of.  It was all that is wise and wonderful about humankind, and it was conscious, and it loved.  I knew all these things, yet I could never articulate them.  Sitting there, I also knew that my belief was not a finished work.  I had only a piece of the truth; more searching was still required.  

MEG: 
At the start of our trip, while reminiscing about past youth pilgrimages to Transylvania, the leader of our group, Cathy Cordes, told us that once a girl had come to her after a hike near the city of Torda and said “I found God today in the Torda Gorge.”   I felt a little skeptical, doubting that “finding God” could be so easy as just a contemplative walk in the mountains. In fact, I almost hoped that my personal quest for any sort of deity would be slightly more involved.

About a week later, Emma and I were ambling through the Torda Gorge, and, maybe because of Cathy’s comment about the Gorge beforehand, maybe of our own accord, we began discussing our views about God, pounding out our personal theologies with each foot fall. I found my self blurting out statements that I didn’t even realize I believed until they were ringing in the misty air. 

“I think God is the spirit of consciousness of love and life”.

“I think God inspires”.

Was this finding God, I wondered. Was I experiencing the same thing as the girl I had been so doubtful of just a week prior? Had the divine spirit come to me, just like that, entering my mind as I trudged under the deciduous trees? Somehow, I doubted it. 

Indeed, I had voiced realizations about God which were all new, and indeed, I will keep those realizations with me for a long time to come, but honestly, I look forward to not finding God and, in true UU fashion, I look forward to continuing the search. 

EMMA: I never realized how deeply I missed having a rich heritage in my church until I found it.  I never understood how profoundly that lack of heritage had influenced my dislike of Unitarian Universalism until I discovered that heritage and began to love the liberal religious tradition of which I was a part.  These firm roots in the past anchor me to my present faith; it validates Unitarian Universalism for me as a religion.  It makes me feel a part of something larger and more concrete; it gives me faith.  

Unitarianism provides half of our church, but only half.  Universalism is an equally important part of our faith.  It is the source of our belief in the universal goodness of humanity.  It is important to learn about the past of our religion, every part of it.  The history of Unitarian Universalism is richer than anyone might think.  It is an indispensable, inescapable part of who we are as a religious community.  It defines us. 

MEG: I was inspired by learning about my heritage, seeing the prison cell where David Ference died a martyr, going into Unitarian churches that date back to the 1500s. I traveled to tiny villages tucked in the mountains where the Unitarian church was the only church in town. We met people, young and old, who, in one way or another, lived for the Unitarian faith. However there was one thing about the experience that perturbed me. Why hadn’t I heard about all of this before? Sure, before I traveled to Transylvania I had always known that UUs had some nebulous connection to the place having to do with the innovation of religious freedom, but that was as far as my prior knowledge extended. The specific stories of John Sigismund and David Ferenc, not to mention other Unitarian predecessors like Michael Servetus, were unknown to me until this summer, and frankly, I don’t think I am unique in that respect, at least among the UU youth I know. This frustrated me a little. Learning these stories, hearing these myths and facts, finding out that Unitarianism has a heritage that dates just a bit further back than Henry David Thoreau, this served to strengthen my faith immeasurably. I want to share these stories with the UUs I know in the United States, especially the youth, in hopes that maybe it will inspire their faith as well. As amazing as our pilgrimage was, it shouldn’t take a trip to a far off land to find out about heritage. Unitarian history in something that we can learn about here. It’s something that countless RE classes can be taught about. Its something that a years worth of children’s stories can be devoted to. UU kids should be brought up knowing UU history, from Thoreau to Ference, Channing to Sigismund. The way I see it, to have a faith that can grow, it must first know its roots, not only in Transylvania, but in the rest of Europe, in the Philippines, in the reformation, with the puritans, in the Transcendentalist movements, in the civil rights movement, and in the teachings of wise people around the globe. 

