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The story of the squirrels’ race to the top of the tree is meant to illustrate that there are many 

ways to seek the truth, and that as Unitarian Universalists each of us finds our own path in the 

company of all our frolicking fellow spiritual nut-gatherers.  A lot of us have tried out more than 

one of those pathways to spiritual and religious discovery in our lifetimes before we found our 

way here, and many of us will continue searching for new paths as we find our way among the 

interwoven branches of the tree of wisdom. 

When I lead newcomers’ classes, one of the first activities we do together is an exploration of 

our religious pasts.  Although the number of birthright Unitarian Universalists these days is 

higher than the 20% it was when I first found the faith tradition 28 years ago, it’s still true that 

most of us have some history with other religions.  Many of us left those faiths either as adults or 

as older children, often in circumstances similar to what Kent describes, and sometimes with a 

lot of cost to ourselves in our families and the communities we left behind. 

So in this activity, which is called the Four Corners Game, I ask people to divide themselves into 

four groups—people who were raised in conservative Christian or Evangelical religions, people 

who were raised as Roman Catholics or mainstream Protestants, people whose childhood was 

spent in Jewish, Muslim, Mormon, or other faiths that are smaller and less culturally dominant in 

America, including UUs; and finally people who had no religious upbringing at all.   

Without actually going into corners, let me invite a show of hands here this morning:  How many 

of you were raised in conservative Christian, Pentecostal, or Evangelical religious communities? 

How many would have identified in your childhood as Roman Catholic or mainstream 

Protestant?  How many were raised in at least moderately observant Jewish, Muslim, Mormon, 

Unitarian Universalist, or other families of faith that are outside the US dominant Christian 

culture? How many would identify your family when you were a child as being not religious, or 

even anti-religious?   

It’s always interesting to see where we’ve come from, but there’s more to it than just curiosity.  

Those experiences from the religious communities of our childhood stay with us. They’re where 

many of us learn what religion is all about, or at least what we think it’s all about when we’re 

young, and some of those ideas are very tenacious, especially if leaving was hard.  Mindy Klasky 

shared her odyssey away from and toward the Judaism that was her religious heritage two weeks 

ago, and many of us could and do tell similar stories.  Some of those stories are layered with hurt 

from religious or community leaders that didn’t welcome us for one reason or another, or from 

families who could not accept our decision that their religion was no longer ours.   
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In our Newcomers Class activity, I invite people to gather into their four groups, and to spend a 

little time talking about what it was like, living in the religious community of their childhood.  I 

make it hard, though. I tell them it’s not enough to talk about why you left, or what was wrong, 

or how the people were judgmental or hypocritical or afraid to think for themselves or otherwise 

benighted.  You also have to talk about what was the best thing for you about being raised in that 

religious, spiritual, or intellectual community.  As I walk around listening to the groups chat, I 

can almost hear the gears grinding as people try to get to that part.  What was good about the 

spiritual community I left behind? What did I love about it, about being there, about seeing the 

world through that shared lens? What, if anything, do I miss about it? 

I was raised Roman Catholic myself, and I loved the Church, as it was always called in my 

family, until I hit college.  There have been terrible revelations in recent years about what some 

Catholic children have endured at the hands of the men they should have been able to trust most.  

Those abuses are real and genuinely horrifying, and they reveal a need for deep, fundamental 

reform to an institution that has resisted it for far too long. Even so, they aren’t the experience of 

the majority of young Catholics.  Like most of them, I was lucky—the ordinary tyranny of hard-

nosed nuns was the worst trauma I had to deal with.   

But leaving was hard. When I rejected traditional Christian doctrines and decided I would no 

longer go to church, I encountered so much resistance and hurt from people I loved that I wound 

up hardening my own heart, not just against the Catholic church but against all religion.  It was 

years before I would begin to remember that there were things about the church of my childhood 

that I truly cherished, that I had unconsciously kept deep inside, and that I replicated when I 

found the new faith that has given me so much and to which I’ve dedicated so much of my life.  

My childhood Catholicism is inextricably interwoven with my adult Unitarian Universalism. 

You see, that’s one of the biggest reasons why it’s so important for us to identify the baggage, 

the bad and the good together, that we carry from our childhood religious, spiritual, and moral 

communities.  We bring it with us, and it affects how we relate to the spiritual communities we 

become part of in the future.  We bring the things we found beautiful or nurturing or inspiring, 

and we look for ways to make them happen here; we miss them if we don’t find them. We bring 

the things that were hurtful or disappointing or traumatic, and we are vigilant to make sure 

nothing like that can ever happen here; we’re suspicious of anything that reminds us of those bad 

experiences.   

If we’re not aware where all that intensely emotional, mostly non-verbal longing or vigilance is 

coming from, if we haven’t come to terms with the legacies we bring from the spiritual 

communities of our past, it can get in the way of our connection with our new community. 

There’s an adult faith development curriculum I’ve led a few times, that I’m going to be offering 

in April and May this year, called “Owning Your Religious Past.”  Its original title was “The 

Haunting Church,” which I think is a lot more evocative, but it’s been revised to reflect the 

reality that these days, many Unitarian Universalists weren’t raised in Christian churches but in 
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synagogues, temples, mosques, or other religious settings, or in families that were emphatically 

not religious.   

The goal of the class is to help us come to terms with our own religious history, to become aware 

of what we’re still carrying for worse or for better, and to restore some sense of relationship with 

the faiths or paths we’ve left behind.  It’s not meant to deal with the kind of traumatically 

abusive experiences that need to be healed and addressed through therapy and counseling, but 

rather to help us identify and reclaim things that have been important to us in our religious past, 

and to come to terms with losses or hurts we may not have fully identified.  I’ve seen it be a 

powerful and worthwhile experience for a lot of people. 

The central exercise in the curriculum for most people is a guided meditation that takes us on a 

visit to that childhood place where our spiritual lives first took shape, inviting us to be deeply in 

touch with the feeling of being present there.  You can see why this isn’t a good exercise if there 

was abuse or psychological trauma in that place, which could be triggered by a visit like that, but 

if that’s not the case for you, perhaps you can imagine what it would be like to revisit a place that 

was once a central feature of your life.   

I won’t ask you to do that deep recollection now, but I do want to invite you to take a moment to 

reflect just a bit on your own religious upbringing, the one you raised your hand to identify a few 

minutes ago.   

What was it about that religious upbringing that you struggled with, or that you push back 

against in retrospect now? Was it a belief you couldn’t get yourself to accept, or rejected later? 

Was it a behavior, an action by someone that felt out of keeping with what was being taught or 

professed? Was it an exclusion, a rejection of other people that you couldn’t support? A rigidity, 

an expectation or demand you couldn’t conform yourself to? Was it something about you, 

something that made you unacceptable, that made you an outcast? What took that childhood 

place away from you? 

Those wounds, if we have them—they’re real, and it’s important for us to know where they are, 

because they can be caught up in how we relate to religious communities for the rest of our lives. 

That legacy of hurt and rejection can affect our readiness to trust, our willingness to invest our 

whole heart and energy, our ability to allow a transformative community to have a transforming 

effect on our lives.   

Do you know what I’m talking about? Is there anything like that that might still have a hold on 

you? What would it feel like to let it go? 

But let’s turn now from what’s gone wrong to what’s right, to what was good, to what made that 

place feel like home until the time came for you to leave it behind.  Was there a sense of 

community, a sense of belonging to something greater than yourself? Was there a feeling of 

being known, being loved, being appreciated? Did it feel good to celebrate the joyful moments of 

life with people who shared the celebration with you; did it feel strengthening to know there 
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were people who would have your back as you faced life’s difficulties? Maybe there was a 

feeling that life made sense, that you had guidance, that there were moral and spiritual signposts 

and landmarks to help you make meaning of your life and of the world around you.  Perhaps you 

found a feeling of reverence there, of awe, of mystery, of beauty, of joy? 

Those gifts and rich experiences, if we’ve had them—they’re real too, as real as any hurts we’ve 

ever had. They were real then, and they’re real now in every healthy religious community, even 

the ones we have left behind, for the people who still find a spiritual home there.  They’re here 

too, those gifts; here for you and for all of us if we can name them, recognize them, make them 

real together.   

I think of my own grateful legacies from my Catholic upbringing.  It’s not just that former 

Catholics love lighting candles and ringing bells.  (We do, but that’s not the point right now.)  As 

a Catholic child, I learned to sense a deep mysterious Presence that fills the Universe with life 

and love; I learned that every single moment of our life, every action, every thought can have 

significance, can be suffused with spirituality; I developed a love for ritual that is beautiful and 

meaningful, that connects the present moment with a living past.  All of those legacies are part of 

what I bring to my Unitarian Universalist present, to my practice of ministry, and to the spiritual 

communities I’m part of.   

What about you? What legacies from your religious past do you treasure, what gifts do you bring 

from the spiritual communities of your childhood to the community you’re part of now? 

Whatever they are, bring them in, make them part of our life together here.  Whatever you bring 

from your own spiritual journey, may the hurts be healed, and may the treasures become ever 

more fully yours to embrace and to share as we create this beloved spiritual community together. 

So may it be. 

 


