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Missional Theology from a Unitarian Universalist Perspective 
 
 

Universalist minister John Murray famously preached,  
 

Go out into the highways and by-ways of America, your new country. Give the people, 
blanketed with a decaying and crumbling Calvinism, something of your new vision. You 
may possess only a small light but uncover it, let it shine, use it in order to bring more 
light and understanding to the hearts and minds of men and women. Give them, not Hell, 
but hope and courage. Do not push them deeper into their theological despair, but preach 
the kindness and everlasting love of God.1   
 

Was this, then, our great commission?   
 

The world has need of missionaries, here, in our own cities, to share our Unitarian 

Universalist vision, and to give them hope and courage.  Yet, in the past century, ours has been a 

denomination that shunned evangelism, and eschewed missionary work. 

Far from discouraging the missional work of a Unitarian Universalist church, our 

theological forebears championed the goal of putting our religion in areas where the need was 

greatest.  Today, we have a religious imperative to live our faith not merely for ourselves, but for 

the world in which we serve. 

The core elements of the modern missional theology movement strongly align with the 

theological house of Unitarian Universalism that Rebecca Ann Parker explained at Collegium 

2003.  These elements propel us toward new understandings about how we should work in, and 

engage with, the world.  They urge us toward the life of a modern missionary, in which we both 

                                                
1 Since writing this, it has been disputed that Murray actually said this. Apocryphal or not, in recent years it has been 
repeated often enough to stand as a sending-forth. 



work with the culture, yet still understand ourselves as radical prophets in a land that often 

reflects values vastly different from our own. 

“Missional” is a trendy term within Christianity right now, often being combined with 

“emergent.”  Pick up 20 books on the missional church, and you will find 20 different takes 

defining the theological nuances of what it means to be missional.  At its core, however, the 

modern missional church movement centers on three elements:  that church should be 

incarnational, relational, and positional.2 

To be incarnational means to be the hands and feet of our religious values, that God “has 

created a people to serve as his ongoing incarnational presence on the earth.”3  The incarnational 

church does not see a dualism between the sacred and the secular, between what happens at 

church and what happens out in the “real world.”   

According to the Rev. Bill Sinkford, “For hundreds of years, our theology has been 

radically incarnational--we do not understand the Holy to be separate from this life, on this 

planet, made manifest in concrete acts of caring for one another in our mutual vulnerability.”4  

Within Unitarian Universalism, this theology of works often is referred to as “Deeds not creeds”: 

“Our heritage reminds us that we are a faith of deeds not creeds. According to the second of our 

faith’s five sources, ‘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 

                                                
2 Bill Kinnon, "What Is Missional?" Kinnon, http://www.kinnon.tv/2008/06/a-little-more-m.html (accessed April 11, 
2010). 
3 Reggie McNeal, Missional Renaissance: Changing the Scorecard for the Church (San Francisco, Calif.: Jossey-
Bass, 2009), 30. 
4 William Sinkford, "Statement by Reverend William Sinkford," StopGlobalWarming.org, 
http://www.stopglobalwarming.org/marchers/william-sinkford/ (accessed May 11, 2010). 



love,’ we can be proud of many of our Unitarian and Universalist forbears who did precisely 

that.”5 

It is not only our ecclesiology that is incarnational in nature, but also our eschatology.  As 

Rebecca Ann Parker explained, “…it’s not just that we’re moving on towards a heavenly world, 

a world in which we have fully embodied the beloved community.  It is also that heaven is here 

and now, and it is a matter of realizing it and participating in it.”  In The Social Implications of 

Universalism, Clarence Skinner explained,  

A new valuation is being placed upon life. We accept the world for the joyous place it was 
meant to be. We like it, despite the fact that belated theologians look upon it with inherited 
suspicion … The dominant motive, therefore, is no longer to escape from earthly 
existence, but to make earthly existence as abundant and happy as it can be made. Modern 
religion …must speed those readjustments which will make life here and now justify our 
hopes.6 

 
 This belief that we can create the Kingdom of God right now mirrors modern missional 

thought, currently mostly Christian.  “It is something…that one can possess now,”7 said one 

missional writer, justifying that with Scriptural verses such as Luke 6:20, “Blessed are you who 

are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God.” 

This desire to incarnate our values through our actions in the here-and-now is reflected also 

through our pneumatology.  Rather than seeing the Holy Spirit as a foreign force that ameliorates 

our human frailty, we view the Holy Spirit as something we are inherently connected to; we do 

not need an intermediary, because the “relations of the soul to the divine spirit are so pure that it 

is profane to seek to interpose helps.”8 

                                                
5 Forrest Church, "Deeds Not Creeds," in Our Chosen Faith: An Introduction to Unitarian Universalism (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1989), 51. 
6 Clarence R. Skinner, The Social Implications of Universalism (Boston: Universalist Pub. House, 1915), 47. 
7 Darrell L. Guder, ed., Missional Church: a Vision for the Sending of the Church in North America (Grand Rapids, 
Mich.: W.B. Eerdmans Pub., 1998), 94. 
8 Ralph W. Emerson, "Self-Reliance," in Selections from Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. Stephen E. Whicher (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1957), 157. 



At nearly every large UU conference or gathering, we sing, needing no hymnals, “Spirit of 

life, come unto me.”  It is our prayer, that Spirit guide our actions, that it “move in the hand, 

giving life the shape of justice.”9  In the idea of the Holy Spirit, “our emphasis on the immediate 

presence of the spirit of life in all of life… there is a spirit of life that is in all things, moves all 

things, is in us and is in others and weaves us all together.”10  As radical Unitarian minister 

Octavius Frothingham wrote, this Spirit “has its workings in and through human nature.”11 

The Cambridge Platform stated that “one person is incapable of being a church.”12  

Echoing that truth, missional theology is profoundly relational.  Rather than focusing on 

evangelism, missional church members “believe that the way they demonstrate love and service 

will intrigue people to pursue getting to know (what) inspires such service.”13  Those in the 

missional movement who still claim evangelism, redefine the term, not allowing it to merely 

refer to conversion of outsiders.  “Evangelism is…a call to service…It will include a call to join 

the living Lord in the work of his kingdom. It will direct attention to the aspirations of ordinary 

men and women in society, their dreams of justice, security, full stomachs, human dignity, and 

opportunities for their children.”14  The relational aspect of missional theology means that 

religion will be transmitted through the relationships that are created and the communities of 

service that are developed.  “We are to love our neighbors, whether they ever darken the 

doorsteps of our church buildings or not - in fact, whether they ever even ‘become Christians.’”15 

 From a Unitarian Universalist perspective, “Relational theologies are ways to understand 

                                                
9 Carolyn McDade, "Hymn #123, Spirit of Life," in Singing the Living Tradition. (Boston: Beacon Press, 1993). 
10 Rebecca A. Parker, "Under Construction: Knowing and Transforming Our Unitarian Universalist Theological 
House" (lecture, Collegium, San Juan Bautista, October 23-26, 2003), 11. 
11 Octavius B. Frothingham, The Religion of Humanity (New York: D.G. Francis, 1873), 15. 
12 "The Cambridge Platform," History of American Thought, 
http://www.americanphilosophy.net/cambridge_platform.htm (accessed May 12, 2010). 
13 McNeal, 56. 
14 Guder, 418. 
15 Kinnon, "What Is Missional?"  



how it is possible to elevate human relationships to the level of ultimate worth and meaning, to 

make real John Buehrens’s assertion that Unitarian Universalism is a movement that ‘embodies a 

reverent and respectful pluralism.’”16    This is reflected in Unitarian Universalism soteriology.  

As Gordon McKeeman explained to Rebecca Parker, “Universalism is a belief that we’re all 

going to end up together in heaven, so we might as well learn how to get along with each other 

now.”17 Hosea Ballou said, “Heaven can be experienced here and now as well, when we treat 

one another with loving-kindness, justice and compassion,”18 his words reflecting even the 

modern Unitarian Universalist view that the Kingdom of God is what we can create right now, 

fulfilled by how we, as humans, treat each other 

 This salvation is found as we draw together.  As Thandeka wrote, “…human salvation is 

not a solo act.”  She tells of being in a covenant group and a member opening up, and being 

vulnerable.   The group “loved this man beyond belief, beyond our own mistaken ideas and 

thoughts about who he is.”19 

 Francis David famously said, “We need not think alike to love alike,” and this sums up 

much of the missional understanding of being a relational faith.  It is here that we Unitarian 

Universalists have the advantage.  Christian missional leaders struggle with how they can fully 

love someone who thinks/believes differently than they do.  As a Baptist pastor and missional 

leader said, “I've been taught all my life that Jesus is the only way, OK? I don't want to say -- and 

I hope that you won't misinterpret this at all -- I don't want to say that I still believe that, and I 

don't want to say that I don't believe that. I'm still finding my own way as to what I believe about 

                                                
16 Belonging: the Meaning of Membership (Boston, Mass.: Unitarian Universalist Association, 2001), 21. 
17 Parker, 7-8. 
18 Parker, 8. 
19 Thandeka, "UUA: A Lonely Soul in Community," UUA: Unitarian Universalist Association of Congregations, 
What Moves Us Curriculum, http://www.uua.org/religiouseducation/curricula/tapestryfaith/whatmoves/ 
workshop10/workshopplan/stories/153270.shtml (accessed May 11, 2010). 



that.”20  Non-UU missional Christians often are scorned for being “universalists,”21 a label that 

many refuse to wear,22 even as they have difficulty reconciling their mission with their non-

universalist doctrine.23   

 Unitarian Universalism is already there.  For UUs, not only are the gates of salvation wide, 

but there is a two-way flow.  We are not bringing salvation to non-believers, we are sharing in 

the journey and learning from each other.  We value the insights gleaned when one speaks “from 

within, or from experience, as parties and possessors of the fact.”24 

Perhaps the most challenging element of missional theology for Unitarian Universalists is 

the third.  To have a theology that is positional means we position ourselves into the locations 

where others are, both figuratively and literally.  The missional church is not a sanctuary, 

separate from the outside culture, the “church” is in the outside culture, working to improve it.  

“The very notion that the church can be successful apart from an improved world reflects a 

disconnect from God’s mission and even raises the question of whether or not people who think 

this way are even recognized by God as his people.”25 

 This relocation of religion out of the narrow world of our church and out into the greater 

world is reflected in Unitarian Universalist missiology.  We do not restrict our religious faith to 

one religious culture; to restrict ourselves to the artificial constraints of a societal cultural should 

                                                
20 Miller, David I. "Ken Shuman is 'The Poker-Playing Pastor' - SFGate." Featured Articles From The SFGate, July 
17, 2006. http://articles.sfgate.com/2006-07-17/news/17301425_1_jesus-spiritual-support-christians (accessed May 
13, 2010). 
21 "Emergent Church Teaches Everyone Goes to Heaven!" CSTNews, http://www.cstnews.com/bm/issues-facing-
christians-today-common-sense-for-today/falling-standards-and-seeker-sensitive-churches/emergent-church-
teaches-everyone-goes-to-heaven.shtml (accessed May 12, 2010). 
22 "Brian McLaren’s Inferno: the Provocative Church Leader Explains His View of Hell," Out of Ur | Conversations 
for Ministry Leaders, May 5, 2006, http://www.outofur.com/archives/2006/05/brian_mclarens.html (accessed May 
10, 2010). 
23 Brian McLaren, "Q & R: Hell, etc.," Brian McLaren, http://www.brianmclaren.net/archives/blog/q-r-hell-etc.html 
(accessed May 12, 2010). 
24 Ralph W. Emerson, "The Over-Soul," in Selected Essays, ed. Larzer Ziff (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin 
Books, 1982), 218. 
25 Reggie McNeal, 37. 



be foreign to our understanding of mission.  “Our missiology does not call us to convert our 

neighbors, but to embrace them, learn from them, and support them.  We take our children out of 

our house to visit the other houses.” 26 

It is one thing to believe in the value of this, it is another to practice it.  So much of modern 

Unitarian Universalist culture prides itself on eschewing modern culture.  As Rosemary Bray 

McNatt pointed out, we listen to NPR, are proud to not watch television, see no value in rap 

music, and avoid shopping at Walmart.27  In the same way the Southern Baptist might avoid 

going to a bar, we avoid going to McDonalds. 

 As John Buehrens paraphrased H. Richard Niebuhr asking, in the “Our Theological 

House” class, “Should the church place itself over-against the surrounding culture? … Or should 

the church, for the sake of ‘relevance’ place itself in the very midst of contemporary culture? … 

Or should the church try to transform the culture?”28 

Missional theology favors the latter:  “The faithful church critiques its cultural 

environment, particularly the dominant culture; affirms those aspects of culture that do not 

contradict (their) gospel; constantly tries to communicate (it) in the surrounding cultures; and is 

cultivating and forming the culture of (the) new community; a culture not of the world.”29 

For missional Christians, they have the ultimate role model in this, Jesus Christ.  They 

would probably agree with Unitarian James Freeman Clarke, who wrote:  “He healed on the 

Sabbath, walked with his disciples on the Sabbath, defended his disciples for eating grains of 

wheat on the Sabbath, set aside the ceremonial ablutions, ate with publicans and those who were 

                                                
26 Parker, 10. 
27 Rosemary B. McNatt, "We Must Change," UU World, Spring 2010, 
http://www.uuworld.org/ideas/articles/158177.shtml (accessed May 13, 2010). 
28 John Buehrens, "The Powers Among Us," ST-8402: Our Theological House (Spring 2010), Response, 
http://moodle.gtu.edu/mod/forum/discuss.php?d=23185 (accessed May 11, 2010). 
29 Guder, 114-115. 



outside of the Jewish communion. Thus, in the mind of Christ, the essence of all righteousness 

was not in ceremonies or ritual, but in the heart and soul."30  

It is perhaps in our foundational understandings of humanity and God – and their 

intersection -- that we can best find the theological component to drive us toward the positional 

path of missional life, to achieve that radical inclusivity we champion and crave.  Our theological 

anthropology led to our first associative principle, our support of the “inherent worth and dignity 

of every person.”  When we can genuinely understand and affirm this, and not “tend to think of 

ourselves as a people set apart, just a notch or two better than others,”31 our reality will match 

our lofty goals.   

Unitarian Universalist theology, while remaining open to many diverse opinions about the 

nature and existence of God, is rooted in the idea of divine reality that is connected to humanity.  

William Ellery Channing wrote that the “idea of God…is the idea of our own spiritual nature, 

purified and enlarged to infinity.”  The pursuit of our “likeness to God,” individually or for all of 

humanity, can propel our entry into the areas in which Unitarian Universalism is 

underrepresented.  “Onward and upward forever,”32 we used to say, assuming this progress was 

assured.  Now, we realize that it will take the work of all of us.  Now, we understand that there is 

an “interconnected web of existence” and that progress requires we position ourselves in 

unfamiliar areas to work for the betterment of all.  These may be literal areas, such as planting 

churches in non-affluent parts of town, or they may be areas of different style, using a “language 

of reverence” and different types of music.  One such positioning is found at the All Souls Tulsa 

                                                
30 James F. Clarke, Messages of Faith, Hope, and Love: Selections for Every Day in the Year (Boston: G.H. Ellis, 
1895), 108-09. 
31 Marilyn Sewell, "The Inherent Worth and Dignity of Every Person," in With Purpose and Principle: Essays about 
the Seven Principles of Unitarian Universalism, ed. Edward A. Frost (Boston: Skinner House Books, 1998), 29. 
32 James F. Clarke, Vexed Questions in Theology: a Series of Essays (Boston: G.H. Ellis, 1886), 16. 



Unitarian Church, which welcomed in a Universalist Pentecostal congregation and transitioned 

to a second worship service with music provided by their African-American praise choir.33 

The two most striking examples of making of a positional move are the UU church 

communities of Micah’s Porch and A Third Place in Turley, Oklahoma – both of which 

intentionally embrace missional theology, gathering together first in a bar and now in a theater, 

and in the community center they developed in a poverty-stricken neighborhood, respectively.34  

In addition to literally positioning themselves in atypical (for a UU congregation) locations, both 

churches comfortably use religious language; A Third Place, “a Christian-style UU center” 

regularly serves communion,35 and the header on the Micah’s Porch website reads, “God loves 

everyone. No exceptions. It’s that simple.”36 

The minister of Micah’s Porch, David Owen-O’Quill, wrote, “…my experience is that 

there are many others in our movement that are feeling compelled to recover the dynamic of 

mission in their faith. Our world is facing cataclysmic problems and sitting on the Unitarian 

franchise is a luxury we cannot afford.”37 

Our theological heritage not only supports, but demands that we do more.  We must 

become missionaries for this faith, incarnating our values, creating new relationships, and putting 

ourselves, literally and figuratively, where the people are.  “(O)ur hands will not be clean until 

we get them dirty,” wrote Forrest Church, “until we roll up our sleeves and match our words 

with deeds.”38  

                                                
33 Kimberly French, "The Gospel of Inclusion," UU World, Fall 2009, 
http://www.uuworld.org/life/articles/145503.shtml (accessed May 14, 2010). 
34 "Church Founders Thrive On Different Challenges," InterConnections, July 15, 2008, 
http://www.uua.org/leaders/leaderslibrary/leaderslibrary/interconnections/115993.shtml (accessed May 10, 2010). 
35 A Third Place Community, http://turleyok.blogspot.com/ (accessed May 13, 2010). 
36 Micah's Porch Community Church, http://www.micahsporch.org/ (accessed May 13, 2010). 
37 David Owen-O'Quill, comment on "A Missionary Faith," Celestial Lands, web log comment posted February 14, 
2008, http://celestiallands.org/wayside/?p=40 (accessed May 13, 2010). 
38 Church, 54. 
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