
THE UNIFICATION OF DIVERSITY: AN ETHNOMETHODOLOGICAL 

ACCOUNT OF THE CONSTRUCTION OF SELF FOR MEMBERS 

OF A UNITARIAN UNIVERSALIST CHURCH 

by 

TIMOTHY M. DOTY, B.A. 

A THESIS 

IN 

COMMUNICATION STUDIES 

Submitted to the Graduate Faculty 
of Texas Tech University in 

Partial Fulfillment of 
the Requirements for 

the Degree of 

MASTER OF ARTS 

/j Approved 

August, 1999 / 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

??•'/• 
^ Although I am the author of this thesis, many other people deserve credit. 

c Without these individuals, I would have never had this experience. 

Initially, I would like to thank my friends at the Fkst Unitarian UniversaUst 

Church of Lubbock, TX. In addition to my academic interest with them, I have also 

found a deeply personal one as well. I feel that my involvement with the church has 

made me a better person. I especially want to thank Thomas Perchlik, the minister of the 

church, for being a great leader, teacher, and friend. He has inspired me in ways that are 

not expressed within the limits of this text 

Of course I have to express my gratitude to the amazing faculty who assisted my 

research. In addition to being a great instructor, Dr. Robert Stewart is the most well 

rounded scholar that I have ever met. Dr. David Williams (Doc) epitomizes the word 

"excellence." Not only does he have an uncanny knack for teaching in the classroom and 

scholarly work, he has also inspired me with the concern that he demonstrates for his 

students and coaching staff on the Speech and Debate Team. Dr. Kurt Bruder specializes 

in qualitative research methods. Without his astonishingly insightful perspective on self 

reflective research, I could not have even typed the introduction. Additionally, I would 

like to thank the rest of the incredible faculty in the department, the irreplaceable staff, 

and the highly intelhgent class of graduate students that I was fortunate enough to have as 

colleagues and friends. 

I cannot put into words how lucky I am to have such a caring family. My parents, 

Robert and Rieta Doty, are the best people I know. Because of their unending love and 

11 



support, I owe them everything. My brother and best friend, Todd Doty, is not only the 

smartest person I have met but he is also the most fun person one could ever hope to be 

around. Scott Hilliard, who might as well be my brother, has taught me more than any 

formal education could. He deserves credit for each and every accompUshment of mine 

that has occurred since I have known him. I would also like to express gratimde to David 

Worth. He is a mentor, close friend, and brother in-law. He either has an answer to 

every question that I ask of hun or he knows where to find it. 

Finally, I must thank my wife, Diane, for being the closest friend that I will ever 

have. Without her love and devotion, I could not have finished this project. Not only is 

she there for me with emotional support, but through her work as an artist, she has 

distilled in me an appreciation for the interpretation of an experience as an experience in 

and of itself. 

Ill 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ii 

LIST OF FIGURES vii 

CHAPTER 

I. INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY OF SELF AS A MEMBER 
OF THE UNITARIAN UNIVERSALIST CHURCH 1 

Focus of the Study 4 
Preview 4 

II. THE CONTEXT OF THE CHURCH: GETTING TO 
KNOW THE CONGREGATION 8 

Historical Background 9 
Origins of Universalism 9 
Origins of Unitarianism 10 
Convergence of the Liberal Traditions 12 

Getting to Know the Congregation 15 

Mission of the Church 18 

Rationale for this Study 20 

Recent History of the Congregation 23 

HI. APPROACHING AN ETHNOMETHODOLOGICAL STUDY 
OF THE UNITARIAN UNIVERSALISTS 26 

On Going Native 28 

Formulation of Research Goals 30 

Theoretical Considerations: The Interactive Nature 
of Communication 31 

Symbolic Interaction: A Theory of Self Construction 32 
The Reflective Nature of Attitude Construction 32 
The Philosophy of the Act 33 
A Basic Model of'Self 35 
Synopsis 37 

iv 



IV. UNITY AND DIVERSITY: OBSERVATIONS OF THE 
REALITY CONSTRUCTFVE DISCURSIVE FRAMEWORK 38 

Sunday Morning Activities 38 

The Discussion Forum 39 

The Church Service 41 
Opening 42 
Centering 50 
Exploring 50 
Committing 51 

The Adult Education Program 52 
The Buddhist Study Group 53 
Other Educational Opportunities 57 

The Minister's Role 58 

V. THE UNIFICATION OF DIVERSITY: THE 
CONSTRUCTIONOF SELF AS A MEMBER OF THE 
UNITARIAN UNIVERSALIST CHURCH 61 

Initiating Contact with the Church: The Stimulus Phase of the Act 62 

Competing Paradigms Within the Church: 
The Response Phase of the Act 65 

Different Communication Styles 65 
Diverse Spiritual Beliefs 70 

Affiliation with the Church: The Consummatory Phase of the Act 72 
Varying Levels of Involvement: The Inclusive Nature of 

the Church 75 

VI. CONCLUDING THOUGHTS ON THE UNFFARIAN 
UNIVERSALIST CHURCH AND A MODEL OF THE SELF 78 

The Non-Creedal Discursive Framework: A Creed of Tolerance 80 

Dichotomizing the 'Self: Role-Taking in the U.U. Church 86 

Contributions of this Study 91 

Limitations of this Study and Suggestions for Further Research 92 



REFERENCES 96 

APPENDIXES 

A: SURVEY OF CHARACTERISTICS FOR MEMBERS 
AND FRIENDS OF THE U.U. CHURCH 100 

B: PERSONAL INTERVIEW GUIDE FOR MEMBERS OF 
THE U.U. CHURCH 102 

VI 



LIST OF nCURES 

2.1 Model of the Self 36 

6.1 Revised Model of the Self 89 

Vll 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY OF THE SELF AS A MEMBER 

OF THE UNITARIAN UNIVERSALIST CHURCH 

In the chapter entitied Understanding Religion. McClendon and Smith (1975) 

claim that any study of religion is subjective because each creed is different as well as 

each interpretation of that creed. The word "creed" is a derivative of the Latin work 

"creedo," which literally means "I believe." Different groups of individuals find 

common beliefs in rehgion. "The term religion comes from the Latin word religio, which 

means, among other things, to bind together" (Jones, p. 42). While spirituality is a more 

personal set of beliefs than religiosity (Jones, 1996), religious creed links together a 

group of people who share more or less similar beliefs about their connection to the 

cosmos. 

For instance, in a "Western monotheistic milieu in which the symbol of a personal 

God is the primary carrier of the experience of the sacred" (Jones, 1996, p. 42), the creed 

is a belief in God. An example of a different type of creed is found in Buddhism. "In 

certain schools of Tibetan Buddhism the devotees visualize their guru in various forms. 

The ultimate goal of this exercise is to experience the self dissolving into the presence of 

the teacher in keeping with the Buddhist teaching about the transitoriness of the self 

(Jones, 1996, p. 42). The student seeks guidance from the master, who embodies the 

means to enlightenment. In both instances of rehgious philosophy, a belief is placed in a 

specific meaning of the sacred and a means to seek the truth. 



McClendon and Smith (1975) argue that conflicts arise due to a society of 

pluralistic religious beliefs. Each creed poses practical and theoretical challenges to other 

creeds. In fact, the authors make the argument that paradigmatic creedal differences 

between religions are a catalyst for widespread political conflicts that "frequently become 

passionate and violent" (p. 4). Examples of this type of conflict are given as "Arab 

against Israeli, Communist against Capitalist, Monarchist against Democrat," and 

"Catholic against Protestant" (p. 4). These conflicts occur on a global level. A little bit 

closer to home, a conflict between the religious right and the secular humanist has 

affected society. Duffy (1984) claims that: 

The new religious right has devised a rhetoric which holds humanists responsible 
for all political and social evil. It portrays humanism as a vast conspiracy 
affecting every aspect of society, from education to international relations, while 
it depicts humanists as the very incarnations of evil. (p. 339) 

When considering the abundant diversity. Hicks (1995) asks a very important question: 

Is it possible, given the presence of a plurality of conceptions of the good, for 
citizens to construct a social space that allows each individual to pursue her or his 
own personal interests, yet cultivates a sense of public morality that enables them 
to work together to make hard political choices? (p. 302) 

Hicks (1995) goes on to say that a final solution to the conflicts of a pluralistic society is 

not very likely. However, 

armed with the in-depth knowledge of how parties construct contexts that unfairly 
discriminate as well as those that are democratic in operation that can be 
purchased only in and through a detailed analysis of real situations, we, as 
communication theorists and researchers, may be able to guide participants in the 
creation, maintenance, and transformation of evermore democratic and revisable 
institutional, pubhc, and personal spaces, (p. 307) 



The suggestion is that case studies of smaller diverse communities will not solve the 

problems of diversity but may lead to more knowledge of alleviating the problem. For 

example, Gring-Pemble (1998) conducted a case study that examined the means by 

which women developed a sense of shared consciousness through everyday 

communication patterns as a genesis to the women's rights movement. 

This study will examine a model of religious diversity that attempts the 

unification of diversity into a group that shares similar goals. The Unitarian Universalist 

Church is a place where one can search for one's own religion in an environment that 

allows for Christians, Humanists, Buddhists, and many other different religious 

persuasions to congregate together at one time. The U.U.s, as they commonly shorten 

their own label, are "grateful for the pluralism" (Mission Statement, 1995) and mold their 

organization around religious diversity. 

In the pamphlet, "We are Unitarian Universalists," Marta Flanagan emphasizes 

that "Unitarian Universahsm is a liberal religion born of the Jewish and Christian 

traditions." She also goes on to list famous participants throughout history including: 

John Adams, Clara Barton, Oliver Wendell Holmes, Louissa May Alcott, Ralph Waldo 

Emerson and Susan B. Anthony. Also, over lunch, one of the members proudly stressed 

that Thomas Jefferson and Einstein also supported the movement. 

The Unitarian-Universahsts are different from many religions in that they claim to 

not have a specific theology or creed to follow. They are more concerned with engaging 

in a dialectic about rehgion that creates an open atmosphere for people to either solidify 

their own beliefs or to change their mind. 



I feel fortunate to have discovered the Unitarian Universalist Church because it 

presents a context for communication to occur that represents many different people's 

worldview instead of a context in which all members praise one explanation of truth and 

reject others. This unique religious environment gained my attention as a place for 

personal exploration. It also presented a unique context for communication to occur. 

Focus of the Study 

This study will be devoted to entering one U.U. Church in an attempt to observe 

the unified diversity in action. The context provides a communicative framework which 

generates complex discourse that is bound by a diversified agreement of unity worthy of 

a detailed study. This project will examine the discursive framework of the church in an 

attempt to understand how members' lives are affected by identifying with the unified 

diversity. 

There are a couple of general questions to guide the nature of the research. First, 

how do the Unitarian Universalists share a sense of reality? In other words. How do the 

members of this particular Unitarian Universalist Church interactively create a sense of 

we-ness? Or how do they come together to experience a religious environment? The 

second question to guide the research is, how is conflict managed within this group of 

diversity? 

Preview 

Blumer (1969) points to some critical steps involved with the completion of a 

study like this. The first step involves being able to look at a prior scheme of the 
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empirical world that is being examined. To take this step, I must rely on ethnographic 

methods of research in an attempt to provide my written version of the discursive 

framework of the church. Agar (1986) argues that in order to understand the discursive 

framework of the group that the researcher does not have to claim to know the 

psychological reality. Instead, the researcher must provide an account of how people 

produce and reproduce their reality. In Chapter II, the historical background of the 

church will be explained based on my observations, pamphlets found in the church under 

study, discussions with members of the church, and a review of literature concerning the 

formation of the religion. The purpose of this chapter is to provide a historical 

understanding of the mission of the church. The chapter will also begin to introduce the 

congregation under study as a testament to the diversity found within the group. 

Chapter III will provide a theoretical framework that serves as a research structure 

from which to operate in the study. Despite the fact that in a study such as this, it is 

impossible to predetermine the relations between data and therefore point to a specific 

methodology, there are still some theoretical issues that need to be discussed. This 

chapter will help to provide focus to the study. 

Chapter IV will be devoted to providing the reader with my image of the 

discursive framework. Chapter IV is an attempt to explain how the communication 

patterns in this particular congregation fits in with the mission of the religion as a whole 

to more fully understand the self constructive discursive framework of the church. 

Chapter V will take the next step that Blumer (1969) suggests: "The asking of 

questions of the empirical world and the conversion of the questions into problems" (p. 

25). The data for this chapter will partially come from my personal participation in the 
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research. Observations are made based on my socialization process into the church and 

noticing instances of diversity and unity that stand out as representative of the discursive 

framework. Additionally, data will come from field notes, interview notes, discourse 

analysis from transcripts of interviews with other members of the church, and taped 

recordings of the life in action for members of the congregation. This chapter will 

attempt to explain how the life in action at this congregation creates a discursive 

framework of diversity and unity. For the purposes of this study, the discursive 

framework will be defined as the explicit and formalized functions of the church that are 

accepted by people who decide to support these functions. 

Chapter V will continue with this step in the research by converting the questions 

asked of the empirical world into problems. Within an organization of humans, there are 

inevitably stories of communicative successes and of communication breakdowns. 

Specific examples of interaction will be drawn from the broader discursive framework 

that exemplifies the inherentiy diverse communication patterns found within the church. 

Chapter V also fulfills an important step of the "determination of relations 

between the data" (Blumer, 1969, p. 25). Because the relations between the data and the 

findings of the study are so important, it is necessary to pay attention to the patterns 

between different sets of data. Chapter V goes into more specific detail concerning the 

analysis of data. This chapter delves deeper into the lives of the Unitarian Universalists 

and makes some connections between relationships at the church and describes a process 

that unites the diverse group of people. A conceptual analysis will reveal patterns of 

communication found within the church that allows so much diversity to be unified under 

a framework of an organization with some common goals in mind. 
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Chapter VI is the conclusion chapter. In this part of the project, I will summarize 

the concepts that frame the lives of members of the church. The members of the church 

did not just wake up one day and decide that they wanted to be Unitarian Universalist. 

The process of becoming a member of any organization requires getting involved with 

the patterns of discourse and the allowance of this discourse to shape hfe and patterns of 

individual behavior. At the same time, an individual is becoming a part of the framework 

and thus reformulating the patterns of communication within the church. The final 

chapter will summarize the concepts drawn from the research and present an interpretive, 

yet educated synthesis of how lives are constructed within the framework of the Unitarian 

Universalist Church that is being studied. Additionally, this part of the project will 

demonstrate the applicability of this research to various areas of the study of 

communication. 

As the author of this paper, I have a couple of overarching goals that I hope to 

accomplish. Initially, I plan to present my interpretation of life as a member of the U.U. 

church under study. As a participant observer, I will attempt to explain a version of the 

U.U. church starting from a broad perspective at first and then work my way to an 

introspective explanation of life as a member of the U.U. church. Secondly, I plan to add 

to a body of theory that attempts to explain the means by which humans interact 

symbolically to construct the individual. Thhdly, I expect the results of the research to 

add to a body of theory pertaining to conflict resolution. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE CONTEXT OF THE CHURCH: GETTING TO 

KNOW THE CONGREGATION 

I have already made the claim that the Unitarian Universalists provide a unique 

discursive framework for a study of communication patterns. Robinson (1985) supports 

my claim. He argues that: 

The historian of American religion confronts, in Sidney Mead's apt metaphor, 'a 
vast jigsaw puzzle of events' that refuse any ultimate order. Although true of 
American rehgion in general, it seems particularly true of Unitarianism and 
Universahsm, the most freely unorthodox of the American religious movements, 
(p. xi) 

It is this unorthodoxic religious climate that makes the communication patterns so 

interesting to observe. As a participant in the church, I discovered that the historical 

foundations of The Unitarians and the Universalists, who united in search of an open 

religion to be quite important to understanding an explanation for discourse within the 

church. A brief explanation of the historical context is necessary to serve as a 

background of information as an organizing factor placed upon the Unitarian 

Universalists in their everyday discourse. A prerequisite for attempting an account of the 

particular congregation under study is to illustrate the historical underpinnings of the 

religion itself. 
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Historical Background 

Both Unitarians and Universalists have a diverse background standing as separate 

entities. The unity of the religions in 1961 deepened the complexity of American 

religious culture. At theh inception, the American Unitarian Association and the 

Universahst Church of America both shared a dogmatic enemy: Calvinism. Both 

movements evolved from a tension felt with Calvinistic theology that "affected the fabric 

of American spiritual life" (Robinson, 1985, p. 3). A tenet of Calvinism that antagonized 

both religious movements was "the doctrine of 'election' to grace, which held that God 

chose those who would be saved before the dawn of time, and those not so elected were 

powerless to effect their own salvation. It was an uncompromising system, and many 

began to chafe under it" (Robinson, 1985, p. 3). 

Origins of Universalism 

The anti-Calvinist movement began in 1770 when John Murray began spreading 

the message of universal salvation. The Universal message quickly became a liberal 

spiritual alternative to Calvinism. In the late Eighteenth Century, Universalism was 

officially bom as a denominational organization. A meeting was held in 1792, where the 

New England Convention of Universalists was formed as a distinct religious 

organization. The convention later adopted the "Winchester Profession of Faith" which 

"affirmed a belief in the revelation of the Bible, the certainty of eventual salvation, and 

the moral imperative of good works as the essential Universalist tenets. This profession 

stood as the definitive description of the Universalist faith in the nineteenth century" 

(Robinson, 1985, p. 4). 



The basic doctrine of universalism appears as a 'heresy' at a number of points in 
Christian history. Most simply, it holds that God is too loving to condemn even 
the worst of sinners to an eternal punishment. Popularly, this is a 'no hell' idea, 
although it has often been modified into the belief in a non eternal but after-death 
place of punishment (Tapp, 1973, p. 3). 

The Universalists believe in the inherent worth of every individual and God will not 

condemn anyone to eternal hell. 

Origins of Unitarianism 

At about the same time of the Universalist religious movement, another group of 

people became reactionary to Calvinism. This response came from within the Calvinist 

camp itself when a group of clergy belonging to the Calvinist tradition in Massachusetts 

also began to doubt the theological ideal of elected grace. However, their reasoning was 

different than the Universahsts. "They began to emphasize God's benevolence, 

humankind's free will and the dignity rather than the depravity of human nature" 

(Robinson, 1985, p. 4). In other words, the Unitarians questioned the existence of "God" 

as explained by the Calvinists. Instead of a unified figure, "God" exists in everything and 

allows individuals to determine their own will. The Unitarians have been compared to 

humanists. 

The debate over Calvinistic creed became a "practical / theoretical confrontation" 

(Tapp, 1973, p. 3) over the triune nature of God. The practical thinkers believed that the 

Son is distinct from the Father and the Holy Spirit. The theoretical thinkers rejected the 

dichotomy between the triune nature of God (Tapp, 1973). These critical inquiries into 

the nature of existence were spread rather easily thanks to the Great Awakening of 1740 

in New England, the dawn of evangelical revivals in American history. 
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The revival prepared many Americans for the institutionalization of Unitarianism. 

The critical thought of some clergy caused conflict with much of the Puritan 

Congregational spiritual organizations. The conflict of interest was so great that many 

churches began to separate from the Calvinist tradition and identify as Unitarians. 

There are some historical markers which mark the acceptance of Unitarians as an 

organized rehgion that affects the fabric of religious life in America. In 1805, Henry 

Ware, a liberal theologist, was elected the Holhs Professor of Divinity at Harvard against 

the advice of orthodox religious institutions. This election started much heated debate 

that culminated in 1819 when William Ellery Channing confirmed the presence of the 

Unitarian theological commitment with his sermon, "Unitarian Christianity" (Robinson, 

1985, p. 4). 

In 1796, the First Unitarian Church of Philadelphia was founded as the first 

organization claiming the title of Unitarian. And in 1825, The American Unitarian 

Association (AUA) was formed. This organization became the "publishing and 

educational arm" for Unitarianism and was crucial to publicizing the Transcendentahst 

movement. 

This movement was most closely identified with Ralph Waldo Emerson and 
Theodore Parker, who espoused a religion of direct intuition of God, or the 'One 
Mind' of the universe, in opposition to the more empiricist and historically 
oriented views of Andrews Norton and other established Unitarians. 
Transcendentahsm was a highly individualistic version of Unitarianism, disposed 
against ecclesiastical organization, and more reformist in its political outiook, 
within the limits of its individualism. (Robinson, 1985, p. 5) 

The philosophical tenets of Unitarianism are based on the ideas of 'Free Religion' and 

'Humanism' for the denomination, a move away from onhodoxy and towards 
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modernism. Unitarianism "located religious value in the evolving progress of the human 

race, arguing in a thoroughly nonsupernaturalistic way that God worked 'in and through 

human nature' (Robinson, 1985, p. 6). 

Convergence of the Liberal Traditions 

Both the Unitarians and the Universalists were products of the anti-Calvinist 

movement; however, the Universalists were less driven by theological disputes as were 

the Unitarians. While the two religions began in response to Calvinism, their reasons for 

doing so were completely different. A strict Universalist would argue that a Unitarian's 

version of God was "little better than the Calvinist God," because, "correctiy speaking, it 

(Unitarianism) is nothing more than a rejection of the Christian dogma of the trinitarian 

nature of God which held that the three persons of the Godhead (Father, Son, and the 

Holy Spirit) were distinguishable but nevertheless of one substance" (Tapp, 1973, p. 3). 

The primary difference between the Unitarians and the Universahsts is historically a 

difference between interpretations of what God means. A Universalist would agree that 

there might be a God figure but that the God figure is universally accepting of human 

nature. A Unitarian would completely disagree in the idea of a figure called "God." For 

a traditional Unitarian, a Calvinist God does not exist. 

In 1917, the two differing views ideologically began to come closer together. 

The Declaration of Social Principles drafted by Clarence Skinner and adopted by 
the Universahst General Convention stressed the fact that evil is the resuh of 
'unjust social and economic conditions' and called for a religion that addressed 
those conditions. Among the strikingly prophetic list of recommendations in the 
report was a call for a more democratic division of land and industry, equal rights 
for women, social insurance, and a world federation. For Skinner, the true 
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Universahsm was of this world; it was economic and social as well as spiritual. 
(Robinson, 1985, p. 7) 

The Universalists began to focus on the social aspects of religion. In other words, 

religious leaders were seeking to place at the core of religious beliefs, a diverse 

membership whose goal is to benefit the broader scope of humanity. They began to seek 

social justice as a major part of their religious stance. 

Meanwhile, the Unitarians were undergoing some changes as well. As 

Unitarianism spread, theology was increasingly debated. 

The controversies between radicals and conservatives, in both East and West, 
continued through the nineteenth century, but as the century closed, a harmony 
was achieved at the 1894 meeting of the National Conference. There the 
denomination unanimously adopted a declaration that 'nothing in this constitution 
is to be construed as an authoritative test,' thus declaring the denomination to be 
uncompromisingly noncreedal. (Robinson, 1985, p. 7) 

Thus, the Unitarians also moved toward a frame of mind that promotes social justice. 

Since the religion was non-creedal, the basis for social justice was "tied to an ethical 

basis as opposed to a theological one" (Robinson, 1985, p. 7). 

Despite the fact that both religions emerged for different reasons, both systems of 

beliefs boiled down to some similar ideas after reform in each religion. First of all, the 

search for spirituality is a personal one. There is not one theology that fully explains the 

nature of our existence. And secondly, regardless of the fact that the liberal religious 

traditions can not agree on a theology, or even that there could be theology, the two 

different traditions came to the conclusion that as a religious organization, they had a 

responsibility to promote equality and social justice in the society that they are a part of 

During the transition stage, many attempts of unity were made. In 1867, the Free 

Rehgious Association was formed. This organization, like many during the transition 
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period, attempted to combine the transcendentahst thoughts on theology with an 

"organizational dream" (Tapp, 1973, p. 6). Many other attempts were made during the 

period at unifying the liberal religious community. In 1908, the National Federation of 

Rehgious Liberals was created. At the same time. The Friends and Reform Jews were 

also formed. As these organizations began to lose momentum, the Free Church of 

America was created in 1933. This attempt only lasted five years. 

After all of the failed attempts, in 1947, the establishment of the Council of 

Liberal Churches began to solidify and unite liberal religious thought in America by 

consolidating departments of publications, education, and public relations (Tapp, 1973). 

And with this momentum, the Unitarians and the Universalists finally merged in 1961 

and a new denomination was born, the Unitarian Universalist Association. Evidence of 

the shared values comes from the fact that they merged and have been growing together 

for over 35 years with the same goal in mind. A primary stance of the Unitarian-

Universahsts is that: 

We believe that personal experience, conscience and reason should be the final 
authorities in religion. In the end religious authority lies not in a book or person 
or institution, but in ourselves. We put religious insights to the test of our hearts 
and minds. We uphold the free search for truth. We will not be bound by a 
statement of behef We do not ask anyone to subscribe to a creed. We say ours is 
a noncreedal religion. Ours is a free faith. (Flanagan, 1992, p. 2) 

From a historical perspective, the U.U.s clearly put forth a unique and complex system of 

discourse. The literature found on the matter provides great insight into the background 

of the U.U.s. However, the literature does not actually describe what life is like at a U.U. 

church. 
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Getting to Know the Congregation 

From a newcomer's point of view, the goal of the church is to ensure that 

everyone who wants to attend can. It does not matter what religious convictions you 

have, if you would like to attend or become a member, you are welcome. A person 

within the church who seems to fill the role as greeter (he is responsible for welcoming 

members and visitors as they walk in the door) on Sunday mornings informed me that 

there are a wide variety of religious beliefs coming from various members. He told me 

that there are Buddhists and Christians in the congregation on any given morning and that 

they celebrate their own behefs during the same service. 

In an attempt to begin to narrow this research to the congregation under study, a 

survey (see Appendix A) was sent via mail to all the people who are listed as members or 

friends of the church in the church directory. It is necessary to gain a general overview of 

the diversity that is present in the congregation. 

Out of the 105 surveys that were sent out, 56 were returned. Therefore, over half 

of the people who are affiliated at all with the congregation are represented in the results 

of the survey. Since the point of the study is to examine the discourse that unites 

diversity, it is important to first get a glimpse of how diverse the congregation is. This 

survey also reveals that there are some similarities within the congregation that provide 

meaningful factors to influence the unity of the congregation as well. 

Tapp (1973) claims that most Unitarian Universahsts were not bom into the 

religion but were raised under another religious affiliation. The results of the survey 

support the claim for this particular congregation. Out of the 56 respondents, only 3 

people were born into the religion of Unitarian Universalism. In fact, 38 of the 
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respondents reported being born into a family of Protestants. Three of the respondents 

reported being bom into a Catholic family. One person reported being bom into a Jewish 

family. One person's family of origin is Christian Science. One person's family was 

Episcopalian, one Greek Orthodox, one Adventist, four people claimed to be bom into a 

family that was a mix of Protestant and Catholic. Finally, two people claimed that their 

family of origin did not have a religion. 

The congregation is abundant with people who have experimented with many 

different approaches to religion. There was not one respondent to the survey who has 

only experienced one religious setting. In fact, there were 20 respondents who have had 

more than four exposures to different types of religion and 17 of the respondents have 

had two or three different religious experiences. Many of the people involved with the 

study have reported that the people at the church refuse to settle for one explanation of 

who we are and where we came from. Much of the questioning comes from a large 

amount of formal education within the congregation. Twelve of the respondents hold the 

degree of Ph.D. Fourteen of the respondents hold at least one M.A. or M.S. Ten of the 

respondents hold a B.A. or B.S. There is an M.D., an M.F.A., and a Master of Divinity 

as well. Many of these people have reported having a negative experience with the 

religion that they were bom into and that their educational experiences have provided a 

means to explore other explanations. The exploration has led these people to have their 

own experience of religion in a church that claims to be non creedal. 

Unitarian Universalists do not even necessarily share similar beliefs about 

spirituality other than the belief that every person should make up their own mind 

concerning rehgion without the presence of a dogma or creed to conform to. The lack of 
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a creed provides freedom to each individual to understand religion as their own. This 

freedom is demonstrated by the response to another question on the survey. Despite the 

fact that 47 of the respondents are supporting members of the church, only 34 of the 

members claimed that Unitarian Universalism adequately summarized their approach to 

religion. Based only on the respondents who are members of the church, one member 

claimed that Protestant summarized religious beliefs, one person claimed Buddhism, and 

two people claimed to be Humanists. 

There were also many people who claimed multiple religious persuasions as the 

summary of religious beliefs. Two people claimed to be both U.U. and Buddhist. Three 

people claimed to be Christian Unitarians. One person claimed to be a U.U. Atheist. 

One person claimed to be a U.U. Spiritualist. One person claimed to be a U.U. with 

Buddhist and Catholic leanings. Clearly, there is much religious diversity within the 

congregation, yet there is still one more survey response that is perhaps a sign of the 

ultimate goal of Unitarian Universalism. The response came from the only respondent 

who claimed the ministry to be his occupation. The response to the question on the 

survey that asks one to summarize the individual's current approach to religion is, 

Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, Buddhist, Hindu, Pagan, and Humanist. The response from 

the minister did not even include Unitarian Universalism in the answer. This answer 

represents the epitome of diversity within the congregation as well as the underlying 

theme of the church. The theme of the church is to learn about religion from as many 

different perspectives as possible while understanding religion from within one's own 

direct experiences. 
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Ken Wilber (1996) provides a concise summary of the goal for the minister of the 

church. Wilber claims that while on the path to becoming transpersonal, an individual 

must transcend and include. "By understanding these different truths, and 

acknowledging them, we can more sympathetically attune ourselves to the Kosmos. The 

final result might even be an attunement with the All, might even be Kosmic 

consciousness itself (Wilber, 1996, p. 84). 

Mission of the Church 

Taking a closer look at the degree of openness found within the church's culture, 

I found some pamphlets advertising the church as "A welcoming place for gay, lesbian, 

and bisexual people," and as "A religious home for gay, lesbian, and bisexual people." In 

addition to the pamphlets, I notice that much of the material used for the services speaks 

to the idea of promoting the religion as a place where minorities from all walks of life can 

comfortably come to express their concerns as well as hear the thoughts of others in an 

interactive setting. 

In addition to creating an environment for religious freedom, the church also 

promotes its culture by extending help to the community. Part of the church's mission is 

to help create a multicultural world through its participation in the Whitney M. Young, Jr. 

Urban Ministry Fund. This fund is devoted to helping minorities in their quest for 

education. 

The church also actively seeks to teach people to have a healthier relationship 

with the environment, promote the social welfare for impoverished people of the world, 

as well as many other humanitarian causes to make the world a better place. In my 
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experience with the church, many sermons have included discourse about promoting a 

healthy environment as well as supporting people who are not financially balanced. 

There is not a religious dogma found in the church, but that does not mean that 

there is no organization or theme that guides the church's goals. The mission of the 

church as a convergence of the Unitarians and the Universalists is to run the organization 

based on what they can do for humanity and then allow individuals to find their own 

spiritual guidance from the diversity that the church climate provides. 

In light of the fact that there is littie consistency to the spiritual beliefs of the 

members of the church, one might think that it would be impossible to organize the 

congregation into a group with similar goals. However, there are some organizing factors 

to mold this congregation into a group with similar goals. All of the members of the 

congregation have agreed to support certain goals of the church. 

Within the church directory of phone numbers that comes with the membership 

packet, there is a page that is titled. What Do Unitarian Universalists Believe? There are 

ten items that are listed in numerical order with brief explanations of each. The statement 

includes, "We believe in the freedom of religious expression," "We believe in the 

toleration of religious ideas," "We believe in the authority of reason and conscience," 

"We believe in the never-ending search for Truth," "We believe in the unity of 

experience," "We believe in the worth and dignity of each human being," "We believe in 

the ethical application of religion," "We believe in the motive force of love," "We believe 

in the necessity of the democratic process," and "We believe in the importance of a 

religious community." The one theme that stands out as something that the U.U.s believe 

in is tolerance. Their mission is to gain diversity. 
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All of these beliefs sounds like the original definition of creed (I Believe) from 

Chapter I. This initial impression of contradiction with the U.U. claim of being non 

creedal prompts a closer examination of what the U.U. code of conduct is and how it 

affects every day life for friends and members of the congregation. Is this code of 

conduct a creed? 

Rationale for this Study 

Chapter I speaks of a creed using terms of exclusion. A commonly accepted 

connotation of the word "creed" means that I am right and you are wrong. In other 

words, one religion views their paradigm as the most appropriate way to experience the 

cosmos and unifies the religion through actors and/or symbols that embody the essence of 

the religion. The unification creates a code that establishes the appropriate means by 

which members can communicate with each other. In many religions, this code is a 

"restrictive code," to use the terminology of Basil Bernstein's (1971) theory of 

Elaborated and Restricted Codes. "Restricted codes have a narrower range of options, 

and it is easier to predict what form they will take. These codes do not allow speakers to 

expand on or elaborate very much on what they mean" (Littiejohn, 1996, p. 198). So 

when Christians, for instance, mold their world view around a faith that is placed in one 

denominational interpretation of the Bible, their communication patterns are limited to 

promoting the belief in God. 

When the U.U.s claim that they do not have a creed, does that mean they do not 

have a behavioral code? The answer is no. They clearly have beliefs. However, their 

beliefs create more of an elaborated code. According to Basil Bernstein's theory, 
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"elaborated codes provide a wide range of different ways to say something. These allow 

speakers to make their ideas and intentions explicit. Because they are more complex, 

elaborated codes require more planning, explaining why speakers may pause more and 

appear to be thinking as they talk" (Littiejohn, 1996, pp. 197-198). When evaluating the 

mission of the U.U. church, the code seems to be to transcend the traditional westernized 

connotations of what a creed is. So when the U.U.s claim to be non creedal, that does not 

mean that they do not have a behavioral code or beliefs. Their code is simply to attempt 

inclusiveness in the everyday language during the proceedings of the church. Is this code 

a creed? Is this code successful? These are the questions that this project is devoted to. 

Palinkas (1989) helps us come to an understanding of how this church is 

symbolically constructed differently than churches who claim one specific creed. This 

particular study concerns itself with a church from a Christian rhetorical tradition. The 

leadership was found to participate in rhetorical strategies to accomplish four major tasks. 

The tasks include defining problems, explaining the problems, proposing a solution to the 

problem, and demonstrating the viability as well as the desirability of the solution. In the 

U.U. church, this style of leadership will not work. 

In reference to his leadership obligations, the minister of the U.U. church 

described his approach to mediating conflict concerning the changes that his new 

leadership inspired when he became the minister of the congregation. He said that it was 

very difficult at first because he felt like he had an obligation to step up as the minister of 

the church to create a solution to problems. However, over time, he became aware that 

there were many different levels to conflict. His interaction with the congregation 

allowed him to realize that there was not only a spiritual level but a personal and political 
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level as well. The overall knowledge of the congregation afforded him the insight to 

create an environment of communication for conflict resolution as opposed to attempting 

to solve the problem. He gave up trying to force the congregation together. He said, "I 

just try to be the center" of the congregation and let conflict work itself out with more 

indirect attention as opposed to a judgmental point of view. 

From a restricted creedal perspective, Palinkas (1989) describes a logical way 

for a leader to organize a group because members are typically aware of and agree to 

certain rules and roles. However, in a claimed non creedal (elaborated creedal) 

organization, the rules and roles are not as explicit and must therefore be constructed and 

/ or deconstructed in the living process of organization. In the U.U. organization, most 

problems can not be solved by leadership. The solutions to problems must come from the 

individuals who form the congregation. The role of the leader is to be an example of 

tolerance and acceptance to inspire the members to be tolerant when working on 

solutions to inevitable problems that arise. 

Blumer (1969) argues that the organization of humans can only be seen by 

observing their behaviors in action. The interaction of members of the church determines 

group life. The argument is not that Christian Churches are not symbolically constructed 

but it must be noted that the study of the Unitarian Universalist Church is quite different 

than a study of many other churches because they create a discourse of diversity that is 

united while other churches would promote a discourse of unity that is conformed to by 

an explicit doctrine and a set of rules. 

This discussion provides ample rationale for this particular study. As seen above 

in the history section, much research has been devoted to the U.U.s. However, all of the 
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research has been approached from an outsider's perspective. All of the literature 

reviewed thus far has been from a historical view point. This study will be from an 

insider's perspective. Instead of focusing on defining Unitarian Universalism or looking 

at the movement in history, I will become immersed into one church within the culture 

and examine some specific instances of communication. This type of study provides 

unique insight into the means by which the rhetoric of the official U.U. code of conduct 

governs the day to day communication patterns of the friends and members of this 

specific congregation. 

Recent History of the Congregation 

The congregation under study came together as a liberal religious fellowship in 

1954. This formulation happened about seven years prior to the formation of the 

Unitarian Universalist Association (U.U.A.) in 1961. The congregation did join the 

U.U.A. in 1961. This association was described earlier in the chapter and it provides a 

national unifying organization for U.U.s. The U.U.A. claims that each congregation is 

run as it's own entity as a democratic church. The main function of the U.U.A. is to 

assist the congregations who are not large enough to be self supportive as well as a means 

to settie a conflict between churches if they can not be settied in the location itself 

The history behind this study begins about eight years ago when the current 

minister took the job in September of 1991. The minister of the church explains that 

there has been tension in the past due to the change of leadership. Much of the conflict 

has been alleviated, yet some people are still affected by the lingering tension. In light of 

these effects, the minister explained the history behind the church concerning the conflict 
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that underlies some of the communication breakdowns within the congregation. The 

minister explained that he took over the leadership role of the church about seven years 

ago and that leadership change caused some change to the structure of the church's 

proceedings which many members were not comfortable with. Some of the members felt 

that the service and the function of the church was becoming a mystical approach to 

religion as opposed to a rational approach. 

The minister relates that the humanists felt marginalized and were very vocal 

about being left out. An explanation of this tension reveals that the current minister 

views the meditation and the sermon as the center of the service, whereas with the 

previous minister, the center of the service was with the individuals' time to talk. 

In a conversation with one of the members who felt dissonance with the changes 

in the church, it was reported that some people felt that the church had become more 

mystical as opposed to a rational approach of exploring religion. This individual felt that 

the service should include a debate between a traditional "Unitarian" and a traditional 

"Universalist" as their worldview was understood before the groups united. However, 

this debate is not present in the service and this individual is opposed to the meditation 

and other "mystical" readings that are carried out during the ritual of the service. 

The people who felt dissonance formed a separatist group with the acronym of 

FRACT (For Rational And Critical Thought). The minister described this group as a 

"small, vocal, and angry group" (Subject B, 1998) who divided the congregation with a 

general sense of unhappiness. Evidence exists for the division due to the fact that pledges 

dropped significantiy, there were not any new members coming in, and some past 

members stopped coming. Clearly, in the recent history of the church, there is a 
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disrupture in the communication patterns that molded the everyday functioning of the 

church. 

The crisis now seems to be resolved but there are still some lingering effects of 

the crisis that do lead to different communicative descriptions that may explain some of 

the implicit tension that still exists within the church 

The lingering effects of the major conflicts do not necessarily come in the form of 

explicit and propositional arguments but an underlying difference in the way that 

members view communication within the church. The language used by different 

members of the congregation reveals different accounts of the diversity within the 

church. Some members view the explanation of viewpoints in more of a confrontive 

manner as opposed to other members. 

Despite the recent struggles in the church. The congregation seems to be growing 

and flourishing once again. The membership is around 80 people and slowly growing 

with almost that many people as friends who support the church. 
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CHAPTER III 

APPROACHING AN ETHNOMETHODOLOGICAL STUDY 

OF THE UNITARIAN UNIVERSALISTS 

There are very different perceptions found within this diverse group of individuals 

but the one common denominator is that all of them have found the Unitarian 

Universalist Church as a source of community that allows each person to personally 

examine her relationship with the cosmos. The framework of the church seeks to allow 

each member to feel comfortable in a religious environment that promotes religious 

freedom in an open minded context of communication. This attraction was there for me, 

personally, as well as many of the people interviewed later in the study. Involvement 

with the discursive framework of the church led me to an awareness of communication 

patterns that can provide insight for the goal of understanding each other and 

communicating more effectively. 

This section of the thesis will begin to construct a research methodology. 

Fingarette (1963) begins by warning of the "evils" to be aware of in the study of religion: 

I have in mind here two special evils. One consists in psycholgizing the spiritual 
life ("reducing it to psychology with nothing left over). The other evil consists in 
mistaking widespread, popular perversions of the spiritual life for the real thing, 
thus often providing incisive analyses of something which is familiar though 
incorrectly labeled, (p. 6) 

Therefore the approach of this study will not be to try to understand the Unitarian-

Universahst spiritual life. Attempting this would merely be an overgeneralization of an 

interpretive world that cannot be accessed through research. Lincoln and Guba (1985) 
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explain that generalizations are assertions of enduring value that are context-free. Their 

value lies in their ability to modulate efforts at prediction and control" (p. 110). When 

studying a group that is constantiy recreating itself, every effort must be made to avoid 

generalizations. My research will not include the prediction of communication patterns 

under a "context-free" paradigm. Rather, my goal is to be involved with the context for 

an extensive period of time and to use theory in an attempt to put on display a selected set 

of communication patterns and theorize about those instances. 

In light of these warnings, the goal of this project is not to define Unitarian 

Universahsm. Ethnomethodology goes "beyond this to the study of the presuppositions 

and practices used by members of a group to produce a sense of shared reality" (Preston, 

1988, p. 4). The goal is not to represent the entirety of the congregation under 

investigation because "social meanings are continuously created and recreated through 

the situated praxis which presupposes, preserves, and uses those meanings" (Pollner, 

1979, p. 249). The research goal is to become immersed into the culture of the 

congregation of Unitarian Universahsts and pay attention to my experiences and the 

accounts of other people's experiences to provide a theoretical overview of how 

individuals interact within such a complex discursive framework and use specific 

examples of communication to add to communication theory. As a trained researcher in 

observing communication patterns, I will immerse myself into the UU culture so that I 

can relate to my experiences with the church from a theoretical framework to provide an 

insightful perspective for highlighting some themes that help mold the culture into a 

shared reality. 
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I will not claim to do the impossible by explaining the group of Unitarian 

Universahsts as an objective reality. This group of people cannot be studied by: 

advancing a given scheme of the empirical world, outiining a set of problems in it, 
deciding on the data and how they are to be secured, prefiguring the lines of 
connection to be sought, sketching the framework to be employed in making 
interpretations, and identifying the concepts to be used. Instead, they must be 
covered in the sense of developing the principles to be observed in doing these 
things in such a way as to respect and come to grips with the obdurate character of 
the empirical world under study. (Blumer, 1969, p. 26) 

I can describe my version of the symbolic activities to provide a framework for the 

interactive process of the construction of self and use specific examples from research to 

develop an interpretive schematic of the process of reality formation for people who 

identify with the church. A prerequisite for attempting such an overarching goal is to 

describe some research considerations for the study of Unitarian Universalists. 

On Going Native 

Another basic warning for research is "Be careful not to go native" (Preston, 

1988, p. 8). A participant-observer must be careful not to become too entrenched into the 

discursive framework so that social action becomes too familiar. If the social actions 

become too familiar then they will appear as normal from my perspective, thus making it 

difficult (if not impossible) to point to the behaviors that are taken for granted by the 

natives. Any researcher can become involved with a subject and a method to the point of 

only witnessing events that are desired. 

I must enter the activity and become the phenomenon under study and at the same 

time provide a measure of validity and triangulation. My attempt to provide these 
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necessary standards of research incorporates the specific accounts of other individuals 

from the church. As a researcher, I will use my experiential background of familiarity 

with the church and look for some patterns recognizable in multiple members of the 

church. My obhgation is not just to demonstrate that certain socialization phenomenon 

occurred for me but to triangulate these self-reflexive observations with accounts of other 

individuals associated with the church. I wiU treat specific instances of communicative 

behavior at a given point and time and use my participative knowledge to demonstrate the 

connectedness of the different instances as a means to theorize how the Unitarian 

Universahsts interactively formulate the shared part of each others' lives. However, 

without participant-observer status, I would not be able to thematically characterize 

worldview-forming patterns observed in the process of creating and recreating a sense of 

shared reality. 

This methodology nor any other methodology for that matter, can provide a 

complete account for the subjects under study. The display of my entire experience with 

the U.U.'s is unfathomable. However, my entire experience with the U.U.'s serves as a 

knowledge base to theoretically interpret the exemplars highlighted in this study. 

Without immersion into the culture, there could be no adequate study possible to explain 

the discourse for members as a product of the U.U. life because the discourse is also 

constituitive of membership. The life of the church is constantly changing and an attempt 

to pin point a reality for that life at a given point in time would be futile. However, 

participant observation affords the researcher a chance to get inside a culture while 

attempting to examine certain pattems of communication that affects reality for members. 

The research is not focused on an attempt to explain reality itself 
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Formulation of Research Goals 

With some warnings in mind for what not to do in this project, it is important to 

describe a process that guides the search for answers with these warnings in mind. 

Blumer (1969) begins with an explanation of the nature of human group life: 

Human groups are seen as consisting of human beings who are engaging in 
action. The action consists of the multitudinous activities that the individuals 
perform in their life as they encounter one another and as they deal with the 
succession of situations confronting them. (p. 6) 

Lindloff (1995) argues that, "Only by living an experience and then explicating what is 

significant about the lived experience can a qualitative researcher bring a report back to 

the reader" (p. 4). The strategy is not just to observe communication but to participate in 

the construction of reality for life at the Unitarian Universalist Church and reflect upon 

my experiences through appropriate theoretical frameworks. Lindloff (1995) claims that, 

"Participant observation is not a single method. If it can be called a method at all, 

participant observation is a method for self-reflexive learning. It depends for its success 

on the use of and reflection upon one's emotional responses to other human beings" (p. 

4). 

Since there is no way to predetermine what experiences this project will entail, 

there is really not a detailed descriptive method to be used for this type of research. 

Blumer (1969) provides some insight into the process of becoming involved with a group 

in action to look for the communication that is constructive of group hfe. He claims that 

each part of the examination must fit within the discursive framework of the objective 

world under study. Therefore, "methods of study are subservient to that world and 
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should be subject to test by it" (p. 24). The method of this study is to create an image of 

the prior scheme of the emperical world under study, the discursive framework of the 

Unitarian Universalist Church, and pay attention to the communication pattems that are 

molded by the discursive framework in the construction of group life. 

Theoretical Considerations: The Interactive Nature of Communication 

In most churches, there is one specific creed that governs the doctrine of the 

church and the observation of that religious life might include an attempt to understand 

how that theology influences the religious life of its members. For instance, at a 

Christian Church, the congregation might place much emphasis on a literal interpretation 

of the Bible in the formulation of group hfe. Under this paradigm, a comparison could be 

made between a member's actions and the behavioral code contained in the religious 

doctrine and a determination could be made about what is right and wrong. 

The framework for the Unitarian Universalist Church does not include an 

explicitiy judgmental approach to members' hves. The paradigm is claimed to be non 

creedal and does not contain assumptions about the correct spiritual path for a member to 

follow. The system of discourse is open to many paths, some of which are spiritual and 

others are more rational. There are Christians, Atheists, and many other world views 

represented in the membership of the congregation. The point is that for this church in 

particular, the reality for its members is created based upon the life in action of the 

members. The roles and group norms emerge from discourse that is guided by the non 

creedal understanding of religious life promoted by church activities. In other words, 

"the action consists of the multitudinous activities that the individuals perform in their 
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life as they encounter one another and as they deal with the succession of situations 

confronting them" (Blumer, 1969, p. 6). 

Symbolic Interaction: A Theory of Self Construction 

George Herbert Mead made large strides toward the theoretical development of 

symbolic interaction as an understanding of the phenomenon of human communication. 

He contends that, "Behaviorism in this wider sense is simply an approach to the study of 

the experience of the individual from the point of view of his conduct, particularly, but 

not exclusively, the conduct as it is observable by others" (1934, p. 2). Unitarian 

Universalists are partially constructed by societal pressures and can transform behaviors 

based upon what other people within the congregation think of and expect of them. The 

goal of this section is to provide an explanation of the themes of interaction that speak to 

the reality construction occurring at the Unitarian Universalist Church. 

The Reflective Nature of Attitude Construction 

Many well respected philosophers would agree that Mead's thoughts on symbolic 

interaction are of the highest quality and the first of it's kind (Aboulafia, 1991). 

Therefore, it is important to gain a general, if brief, understanding of Mead's seminal 

work to understand how an individual is symbolically constructed by the society that 

surrounds her or him. 

The reflective nature of symbolic interaction is at the core of Mead's theory and 

should be considered when evaluating the group life of the Unitarian Universalists: 
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Reflection or reflective behavior arises only under the conditions of self-
consciousness, and makes possible the purposive control and organization by the 
individual organism of its conduct, with reference to its social and physical 
situations in which it becomes involved and to which it reacts. The organization 
of the self is simply the organization, by the individual organism, of the set of 
attitudes toward its social environment—and toward itself from the standpoint of 
that environment, or as a functioning element in the process of social experience 
and behavior constituting that environment—which it is able to take. It is essential 
that such reflective intelligence be dealt with from the point of view of social 
behaviorism. (Mead, 1934, p. 91) 

Reflection is essentially a requirement for thought. In order for a person to think she 

must first refer back to a past experience and recall facts that may help process, interpret, 

and construct the experience of the present. When a person first enters the Unitarian 

Universahst Church, time must be spent immersed in the system of discourse in order to 

decide how to function as a part of group life. 

The Philosophy of The Act 

Mead (1938) claims that many approaches to the study of human behavior merely 

correlate an interpretive behavior with a biological response. Mead does not accept this 

reductionism as a complete account of the human condition. Instead, he presents the 

philosophy of the act which helps explain the interpretive nature of human thought. 

Miller (1973) summarizes the social act into three distinct phases: "the gestural phase 

(the stimulus), the meaning of the gesture (the response phase), and the result of the 

completion of the act (the consummatory phase)" (p. 146). 

In the stimulus phase. Mead (1938) claims that "all perception involves an 

immediate sensuous stimulation and an attitude toward this stimulation, which is that of 

the reaction of the individual to the stimulation" (p. 3). Essentially, whenever a human 
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encounters a communicative gesture, there is a stimulation in the mind that recalls past 

similar incidences related to the same type of act. This initial stimulation is the initial 

sign of thought demonstrated by the thinking process 

In the response phase, the social actor has an initial stimulation concerning the 

event or object in consideration and begins to compare the present thought experience of 

the object with a known reality surrounding the context of the event in search of an 

appropriate response 

In the consummatory phase, the act comes to an end and is ready to be the distant 

perceptual experience for the next act that the individual encounters. Mead (1938) claims 

that when the past experiences and perceptions of an object interact with a present 

experience of an object, the prediction of future outcomes within the communicative 

context changes. 

Thus, the individual has finished the present thought and any future reference to 

that thought becomes a present experience of a past memory. 

Mead's theory of the past is unique in the sense that no one stated or advocated it 
before Mead. In another sense, however. Mead believes it is not new, since it is 
taken for granted or presupposed by those who accept both the scientific method 
of solving problems and the theory of evolution. A justification of what is 
thereby accepted requires that 'a past never was in the form in which it appears as 
a past. It's reality is in its interpretation of the present' (Miher, 1973, p. 172). 

Although the Philosophy of the Act is by no means a method, the theory does provide a 

vague model that describes a process of self forming through interaction. Mead envisions 

the three phases of the act as occurring relatively rapidly (if not instantaneously) in 

sequence. The boundaries of the act, for Mead, delineate / define a single behavior. For 

instance, when a child is learning a new word. Mead would claim that a child is 
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externally stimulated by an event and responds verbally to that event. Once that word 

becomes engrained into the child's vocabulary, the event has been consummated and the 

child would have that word as a reference for future conversations. 

Mead's philosophy of the act is cleariy a micro level phenomenon. However, the 

theory is couched in terminology that provides this study with a broad yet analogous 

application to the U.U. process of socialization. As a macro level phenomenon, the 

socialization of a U.U. is a series of numerous acts that will be viewed in terms of Mead's 

philosophy of the act for this study. 

A Basic Model of 'Self 

This study will be organized around an interpretive explanation of the self 

construction process. Mead (1934) summarizes symbolic interaction by explaining an 

artificial but useful dichotomy between behavioral motivations for many different 

contexts. For instance, I am a teacher, I am a student, I am a citizen of the United States, 

I am a brother, a son, a husband, and a Unitarian Universalist. The dichotomy that Mead 

speaks of is the way that I would interact differently in these different roles but at the 

same time maintain some similar communicative behaviors. Mead (1934) claims that 

these different roles that I fulfill are governed by significant others and that each context 

influences my choice in behavior. 

The dichotomy that Mead speaks of is a difference between Self (with a capital S) 

and self (with a lower case s). He labels this difference as a dichotomy between "I" and 

"me." The "me" represents the different roles that I may fulfill as a communicator. The 

"I" is the part of my consciousness which mediates the different and sometimes 
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conflicting roles that I may play. The "I" is the part of my Self that allows my 

personality to show up more or less the same across different contexts that I am involved 

with. 

A simple diagramed model of my "Self may look something like this: 

I I I I Qolf .Ĉ t I iHont 

T o a r h o r 

Rrnt hor 

" I " /.9plf 

Husband 

f ^ n 

Citizen 

Figure 3.1 Model of the Self 

Of course this is a simple model. These categories of smaller selves could be 

broken down infinitely into categories of even smaller selves. Many other layers of 

selfing could also be considered. The infinite amount of interpretive factors make it 

impossible to even consider a complete explanation of Self The goal of this study is 

geared toward a detailed but not complete theory of self construction for people who have 

the Unitarian Universahst self as a part of the more inclusive Self I will investigate what 
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it means to be labeled a Unitarian Universalist and reflect how the patterns associated 

with this label affect my Self as well as many other individuals. 

Synopsis 

With the data yet to be presented, it is beneficial to provide a brief synonpsis of 

the research goals. First of all, a look at the historical background of the church was 

presented. Secondly, I will attempt to exemplify the diverse communication pattems 

found at the Unitarian Universahst Church. The intention of this elaboration is to paint a 

picture of the diversity and the unification rituals that form the discursive framework of 

the church. Third, I will describe how the discursive framework of the church lends to 

the process of reality construction based on accounts of individual members. Finally, I 

will draw some conclusions concerning the interactive nature of human communication. 

In this particular community, there are specific norms enforced by individuals who 

interact with the discursive framework that establish some patterns that regulate the way 

in which conflict is dealt with and the organization is maintained. 
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CHAPTER IV 

UNITY AND DIVERSITY: OBSERVATIONS OF THE REALITY 

CONSTRUCTIVE DISCURSIVE FRAMEWORK 

This chapter will be explaining the discursive framework for the study. There are 

many functions found within the church that are constructive of the members' lives. The 

data either comes from direct observation of communicative functions or by interacting 

with members of the congregation in an attempt to explain their own accounts of the 

discourse that molds the life of a member of this Unitarian Universahst Church. I'll 

break the framework of the church down into two major categories. The first is Sunday 

morning activities. These are activities that take place every Sunday in which a majority 

of the active members and friends are involved. Secondly, I'll describe the Education 

Program at the church. This program provides a variety of different outiets for members 

to congregate and learn about matters of spirituality as well as matters that do not 

necessarily revolve around spirituahty. 

Sunday Morning Activities 

During my initial contact with the church, I noticed important themes that are 

introduced to the congregation on Sunday morning in order to maintain the purpose of the 

organization. Diversity is emphasized during the discussion forum and unity is 

emphasized during the service. Neither diversity nor unity are excluded from any activity 

at the church. Both rituals are important to maintaining the goals of the church which 
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are, 1) to encourage religious exploration on an individual level and 2) unite under one 

discursive framework as an organization with humanitarian goals. 

The Discussion Forum 

Prior to the service, a discussion forum takes place. During this forum, one 

person leads a discussion over an issue of concern. For instance, during one discussion 

forum, a woman led a discussion on the socialization process that occurs for some young 

boys that molds the individual into a person that is afraid to express his feelings. On 

another occasion, there was a discussion concerning a talk that Jane Goodall gave in town 

that week when she discussed her research with chimps in the wild. The discussion was 

led by a man who's job involved some sort of animal testing. The discussion led to 

polite yet conflicting informal debates over genetic tampering and animal testing. 

I think that this discussion forum is an effective preamble to the service because it 

promotes an open minded environment that allows anybody to present their own views 

without the fear of criticism in any demeaning sort of way. 

At lunch with a senior member of the congregation, I was informed that 

traditionally, a debate used to be a part of the service. An issue would be offered up for 

discussion, and one person would approach the topic as a Unitarian and another person 

would take the side of the Universahst. This ritual brought diversity and a sense of open-

mindedness into the service. However, in the last couple of years, the debate was taken 

out of the service and the discussion forum prior to the service took its place. 

The discussion forum seems to be a chance for members to present their own 

individual views for the purpose of encouraging diversity within the congregation. This 
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becomes apparent after hearing some of the controversial conversations that occur during 

the discussion forum. Complimentarily, the service seems to be based around the idea of 

unity, to reinforce the idea that, despite differences in opinion, they can all share in a 

celebration of spirit, regardless of what interpretation of spirit is held by each individual. 

Everyone who attends the discussion will not necessarily attend the service as 

well and vice versa. Yet, neither one of the activities is mutually exclusive of the other. 

Both activities are very much ingrained into the foundations of the culture. During an 

informal interview with one of the senior members of the congregation, who chooses to 

attend the discussion forum but not the worship, expressed that he likes the church 

because it gives him a chance to engage in intellectual conversation in a stress-free 

environment that encourages understanding another person's worldview. He is primarily 

interested in the diversity theme that the church offers. Yet, without the theme of unity as 

a part of the church, he would not be guaranteed an environment that is conducive to 

friendly, yet controversial discussion. The discursive framework of the church affords 

the dialectical climate for the controversial discussion. 

The theme of unity and cooperation clearly allows for useful diversity in a 

friendly environment. But it is also important to notice how diversity affects the unity of 

the church. I am convinced that without the diversity provided by open mindedness to 

ideas, the unification of the congregation would not be as meaningful. The congregation 

seems to pride itself on the fact that there are so many different views around them that 

they might disagree with but have the level of acceptance to listen to the message and that 

pride shows up during the service. During a recent service, a guest was introduced at the 

beginning of the service and then a random member of the congregation remarked that 
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they had all met him during the lively conversation at the discussion forum. Many 

members of the congregation chuckled a littie bit, as did the man who was introduced. It 

was clear that they were appreciating his contribution to the discussion forum that 

morning. 

Another demonstration of the congregation's pride in unifying the diverse came 

earlier during my observations. I entered the site as the members were struggling through 

a controversial administrative issue. Someone had proposed bingo as a fundraising idea 

for the church. This issue seemed to polarize the congregation and caused much debate. 

During the announcements which occur immediately following the service, a member of 

the congregation announced that there was a meeting following church to decide upon the 

bingo issue. After she made the announcement, she jokingly said that she was sure it 

would be a pleasant meeting. She laughed and got many laughs from the rest of the 

congregation. The congregation laughed at these issues because they knew that there was 

much disagreement but that the disagreement was not necessarily a bad thing. 

During the service, the unification ritual, the diversity is not forgotten. In fact, the 

phenomenon of diversity makes the unification of the congregation much more 

meaningful. Next, I will take a closer look at how the unification of diversity is achieved 

during the Sunday morning service. 

The Church Service 

The service begins promptly after the discussion forum and is generally divided 

into four different sections: Opening, Centering, Exploring, and Committing. However, 

the service is open to change from service to service because of the fact that the minister 
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does not always lead the service. Members of the congregation are regularly called upon 

to lead the service. 

Opening 

The first section is called the "Opening" in the bulletin every Sunday. The 

opening clearly demonstrates the service's goal of unity among members. Within the 

opening, several things happen: prelude (usually music), opening words (usually read 

from a different selection each week), welcome and introductions (I was introduced to the 

congregation two times), the chalice lighting, an opening song, and then Joys and 

Concerns. 

The opening attempts to creates a feeling of unity throughout much of the 

congregation. Specifically, the chalice hghting ritual indicates this point during the 

opening. Usually, there is a new member every week who is responsible for the lighting 

of the chalice while the minister or the service leader reads from a reading or leads the 

congregation in an "affirmation" found in the bulletin. In the last line of "Affirmation," 

the whole congregation reads, "With enduring faith, we light this chalice, a symbol of our 

community and our promise of mutual trust and support.." Clearly the chalice lighting is 

an important ritual that helps to create the service as a means for uniting the congregation 

by lighting the chalice, a symbol of their devotion to each other. 

After the lighting of the chalice comes the opening song through which the 

congregation is given the chance to feel even closer together. They sing a song which 

further encourages celebrating religion together. For instance, in one service, the song 

was called "Here we have gathered," a clear example of unifying the diverse. The first 
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verse is, "Here we have gathered, gathered side by side; circle of kinship, come and step 

in-side! May all who seek here find a kindly word; may all who speak here feel they 

have been heard. Sing now together this, our heart's own song." 

The opening, to this point in the service, creates an atmosphere of unity and 

sharing that is fully realized in "Joys and Concerns." Initially, from my religious history, 

it seems that this ritual fulfills a goal analagous to that of prayer within many Christian 

congregations. The difference is that the UU ritual allows for participation by several 

members as opposed to one person speaking for the many people of the congregation. 

During this ritual, the members of the congregation are invited to inform the rest of the 

group about anything within the individual's life of interest, whether it is an instance of 

celebration or sorrow. The people are invited to walk up to the chalice and light a candle 

to symbolically recognize the importance of their joy or concern or they can remain at 

their chair while speaking to the audience. 

The ritual seems very important to many individuals. On my first visit to the 

church, as soon as the minister announced that it was time for Joys and Concems, at least 

four different people raised their hand simultaneously. This behavior leads me to believe 

that the people who raised their hands were waiting with anticipation for Joys and 

Concems to begin. Since this was my first visit, I was simply trying to become familiar 

with the service as a whole therefore I did not take specific enough notes to remember the 

issues that were mentioned during Joys and Concems. But I remember enough to say that 

the topics were of a very personal nature. The Joys and Concerns seemed to be an 

opportunity for bonding by signifying a certain degree of trust within the congregation to 

share issues of such personal concern. The importance of the ritual is also demonstrated 
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by the fact that the ritual is summarized for each service in the monthly newsletter. 

Somebody takes notes on the ritual and provides a name and a brief summary of each joy 

and / or concern that is shared by each member. 

During my second visit to the church service, Joys and Concems clearly became a 

focus of mine because of a very unusual occurrence. During this service, the minister 

forgot to include Joys and Concems into the worship. In fact, the ritual was not even 

listed in the bulletin. At that point, I was confused and thought the ritual was not as 

significant as I originally anticipated. Because I was unfamiliar to the church, I thought 

perhaps joys and concerns was intentionally left out of the service this week. But, the 

service was not really over with. It turns out that the service was incomplete without 

Joys and Concerns. As soon as the closing ritual was over with, there was a moment of 

incompleteness throughout the congregation. Even I, who at the time was a complete 

outsider to the group, could feel a notion of incompleteness about this service. 

I could not necessarily tell what was incomplete, but from the nonverbals of some 

of the people in the audience and the sheepish response from the minister, I sensed that 

something was wrong. There was a short pause in the service and then the minister 

apologized for leaving Joys and Concerns out of the service and opened the service again. 

Before he could finish his statement, at least four or five different people had their hands 

up. This example is an instance that demonstrates a ritual truly ingrained into the culture 

of the church. 

This chain of events leads me to believe that first of all, some members of that 

congregation are very anxious to participate in the ritual of Joys and Concems. Secondly, 

the service would not be complete without this ritual; it allows members to share in each 
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others lives and develop a sense of togetherness through self-disclosure. This ritual is 

significant in unifying the diversity of views into one subculture that allows its members 

to participate freely without the fear of embarrassment, neglect, or denial. 

In order to substantiate this claim, I will point to some examples that display the 

effectiveness of Joys and Concems at unifying a collective of diverse people into a 

religious unit that welcomes anyone. A very important theme to understand about this 

ritual is the degree of sharing which goes on within it. 

Arguably, there are several members of the congregation who have just finished a 

controversial discussion and are now in the service who are perhaps a little frustrated 

from the preceedings. These members need a chance to bond with the congregation. 

Regardless of a member's level of involvement with Joys and Concerns, the ritual 

establishes some sort of a bond with each and every member of the congregation. Even 

as a newcomer and somebody who had little to no contact with anybody who is involved 

with that congregation, I could at least comprehend that there is a high degree personal 

information shared within the ritual of Joys and Concems. A statement that I noticed at 

the end of one of the sessions of Joys and Concerns exemplifies that unity is the overall 

goal of the ritual. As Joys and Concerns was ending the woman who was leading the 

service on this particular day said, "Some joys and concems go unspoken, but they all 

unite us together." 

Due to the mostiy observational function of my first few visits, I cannot 

completely account for the entire ritual of those visits. However, there were a few 

instances that led me to notice the importance of Joys and Concems. I will first share 
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those initial impressions and then focus in on one specific Sunday service to account for 

different instances of moments for unification. 

In the first couple of services, there were a couple of Joys and Concems that made 

it to my field notes and etched an impression in my brain. The reason for this memory is 

due to the sincerity that came from the individual members. 

One of those instances was an amazing joy. An older couple was in the 

congregation this particular morning and the gentleman stood up and announced that they 

were celebrating their 60th wedding anniversary. There was such a feeling of love and 

admiration throughout the room. The minister had a beaming smile on his face. There 

were many smiles around the congregation. The smiles seemed to be smiles of joy, 

tearful admiration, and above all, respect. And then to see the couple who was actually 

celebrating the anniversary brought a tear to my eye, and I had never even seen them 

before. This was an amazing moment for unification. 

Another instance which seemed to be both a joy and a concern also grabbed my 

attention. A woman who gave the impression that she was a long time member of the 

congregation turned around from the front row and addressed the congregation while 

sitting. She started her joy / concern in tears but proceeded to eloquentiy tell her friends 

that her "significant other" had moved away a couple of months ago and now she would 

join him or her. She continued by expressing that the only thing that had kept her in town 

for that long was the church and everyone involved with it. The moment was quite 

emotional. 

One last moment of unification that convinced me that this ritual was significant 

demonstrated the intricate communication pattern that connects the two conflicting 
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themes of diversity and unification. A man expressed a concern about a member of the 

congregation who was about to have serious surgery. After he was finished expressing 

his concern, some people began asking questions like "what hospital? and what room 

number?" The man who shared the concern did not seem to be as well informed of the 

situation as another member of the congregation, so the original person who presented the 

concern sort of turned the questions to the woman who was more informed. She 

immediately stood up and answered all of the questions that were being asked. There 

was a very unique display of turn taking that exemplified a cooperative and concerned 

display of information. 

Incidentally, the two people who were involved with this concern were also 

representing opposite sides in a heated debate earlier in the discussion forum. To me, this 

is highly significant simply because, during the discussion forum, the two people were at 

complete odds with each other. But during the service, their cooperation together seemed 

almost as unified as a good pitcher / catcher combination in baseball. This is a wonderful 

example of the merged themes of unity and diversity found within the message of the 

Unitarian-Universalist Church. 

It became obvious early on in this study that the ritual of Joys and Concerns was a 

significant part of the service. However, not all of the moments are as memorable as the 

ones mentioned above. Though all of the moments may not be as "memorable," they are 

all significant when evaluating the formation of the ritual in terms of how the 

congregation is affected by it. And this is despite the fact the ritual is probably not given 

too much attention by the congregation while the ritual is occurring. I do not think that 

this thick description would be complete without giving an account of one "typical" 
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Sunday morning's session of Joys and Concems to exemplify how the different joys and 

concems helps a particular group of individuals form relationships with the church as 

well as forming an impetus behind the church's culture as a whole. 

On this particular Sunday morning, the first joy was given by a young woman 

who is in high school. She expressed delight over her high school beating the rival high 

school in football for the first time in number of years. During this joy, she made a 

humorous reference to a "party in the stands." This comment brought some laughter 

throughout the congregation. This young woman seems to have a particular bond with 

the congregation for being able to bring about this light-hearted sharing. She has 

consistentiy been the first one to present a joy or concern in every service that I have 

been able to participate in. The previous week, she managed to get some laughs after she 

light-heartedly explained the concern that she felt over smashing her finger in the door. 

The next person also expressed a joy. The elderly lady had been in the hospital 

for unknown reasons, and expressed a great deal of gratitude for support. She thanked 

the congregation for making her "feel surrounded by love during my illness." The way in 

which she thanked the congregation as a whole demonstrated not only her bond with the 

congregation, but also demonstrates the ability of the congregation to act a cooperative 

unit with much mutual trust. 

The next joy presented exemplifies the inclusiveness of the congregation by 

welcoming children to participate in the service. A young boy stood up with a woman 

who appeared to be an authority figure for him and the woman said that she was speaking 

for the boy and expressed a joy that another boy in the congregation would be able to 

come over and play after church. 
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The next person to stand up also seems make a regular appearance during this 

ritual. On this day, she was expressing a concern for her boss's wife who was in the 

hospital living off of a ventilator. This woman was the first of two people during this 

ritual to light a candle at the chalice. 

Another woman who also lit a candle, expressed a concern for a friend's mother 

who was in car wreck and was seriously wounded with some fractured bones. 

A relatively new member to the congregation then made what I think is her first 

concern since joining the congregation. She lit two candles. The first candle she lit while 

expressing a concern over her recent broken engagement. The second candle was lit to 

express a wish for safe travel to a friend of hers who was flying from New York to see 

her. She expressed much emotion from her nonverbal expressions in fact, she shed a few 

tears while talking about the decline of her loving relationship. 

The final joy expressed in this service was made by a young girl. She merely 

gave thanks to all of her friends who were in the congregation and said that she was 

happy that she had friends that she could trust. Not only did this demonstrate the 

openness of the congregation again by welcoming the young kids into the congregation, 

but it also demonstrated the culture of the church being passed down to the younger 

generation. This young girl clearly felt comfortable making such an emotional statement 

in front of many people (mostly adults) and demonstrated the theme of tmst and unity 

that the communicative patterns of the church strive for. 

The Unitarian-Universahsts at this church seem to have a special bond that allows 

them to share in a religious environment that demands diversity and unity at the same 

time. This seems hke an amazingly difficult task at first, but after witnessing the ritual of 
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Joys and Concerns, I can see how the task is accomplished. No matter what they do, the 

Unitarian Universalists are always encouraging open-mindedness and togetherness at the 

same time because of the communication patterns that they create for themselves. The 

ritual of Joys and Concerns exemplifies the success of this complex pattern of 

communication that exists to create and sustain this culture. 

Centering 

The rest of the service will vary depending upon who is leading the service. 

When the minister leads the service, it generally looks like the following. After the 

Opening is complete with Joys and Concems, the Centering portion of the service begins. 

This part of the service includes a children's story that revolves around teaching the 

children of the congregation about U.U. goals. Then, there is meditation as it is listed in 

the bulletin. However, some people in the congregation prefer to think of it as prayer. 

The last portion of Centering is the offertory. Usually, some peaceful music is played 

during the time when the offering plate is passed around. 

Exploring 

After the Centering, the Exploring part of the service begins. This entails 

providing the congregation with a sermon as thought to ponder. In one service, the 

minister delivered a sermon titled, "The Tree of Life," in the bulletin for this Sunday. 

The sermon described all of the diversity in the congregation and the growing changes by 

using the metaphor of a tree that is constantiy growing and changing. 
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Another sermon by the minister was titled, "We don't do guilt." This sermon was 

describing various ways in which some denominations use guilt to pressure the members 

into behaving correctiy. The sermon indicated that U.U.s do not believe in using guilt as 

a tool for pressure. The sermon stressed love as a primary factor for good behavior and 

the idea that U.U.s strive to treat all people with respect. 

Another example of a sermon comes from a member who is not the minister of 

the church. This sermon is titled "Designer Religion." Essentially, this sermon was 

describing the benefits of a non creedal religion. It described the U.U. church as an 

organization that allowed members to read about many different religions and pick out 

the parts that seemed appealing. 

Committing 

After the Exploring section of the service, the Committing begins. This section of 

the service includes some closing words that are usually read from something that is 

considered inspirational. For example, on one Sunday, "To Live Content" by W.E. 

Channing was read. On another Sunday, "Shinsho" was read from a publication called 

Life Prayers. The point of closing words is to provide some summarizing thoughts on the 

service to carry the service through out the week. 

After the closing words are read, there is a unifying song that is sung by everyone. 

The song is called "Carry the Flame." The song only has one verse but it is sung twice. 

The verse is "Carry the Flame of peace and love until we meet again." While this song is 

being sung, somebody extinguishes the chalice and the service is over. 
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The Adult Education Program 

The minister of the congregation claims that adult education is critical to the 

unification of the church. This function of the minister serves to nurture the sense that 

the congregation is doing something together and are at peace with one another. Unity 

requires that diverse individuals listen to each other's points of view for the feeling that 

the congregation is growing together. The minister claims that this is the "vitality of 

religious hfe." 

According to the minister, there are three reasons why adult education is crucial to 

unifying the congregation. The first reason is to offer a credo group that allows members 

of the congregation to ask questions like. Who am I? How do I know? What is good? 

What does death mean? and What is in control of the Universe? (Subject B, 1998). 

A second reason for offering aduh education as a church is to foster discussion. 

Some people do not ever have a chance to talk through their own views or to write them 

down. Adult education affords people the opportunity to discuss their own views and 

hear other people's views. The minister claims that the interaction gives people the 

opportunity to have an experience of forming and reforming beliefs concerning the way 

things are. This process of different members contributing to other people's belief 

systems provides a sense of "greater community and a deeper commitment to 

understanding" (Subject B, 1998). 

A third reason for aduh education is that it is central to the discipline. The 

minister says that truth is temporary. Truth is not revealed through scripture but through 

direct experience and only through dialogue can our experiences of truth come out 
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verbally in the form of "partial truths." The central tenet of the Unitarian Universalist 

Church is to hear differences to bond together in a search for "truth." 

There are many options for adult education found within the Unitarian 

Universahst Church. In addition to the discussion forum preceeding the worship service, 

there are also other educational opportunities: Children's Activities Hour, Religious 

Education classes. Yoga classes. The Literary Group, and the Buddhist Study Group. 

The survey results indicate that most people attend the service and many people attend 

the discussion forum. In fact, out of the 56 respondents, 23 of them attend the discussion 

forum and 36 people attend the service. The actual number is much larger because the 

survey was responded to by only half of the congregation. 

The Adult Education Program demonstrates that beyond the service and the 

discussion forum, people begin to pick and choose the other activities they attend. For 

instance, the survey indicates that six of the respondents attend Yoga class and the 

numbers for the other educational programs are similarly small. My experience is no 

different than the other members. As a member, I did regularly attend the discussion 

forum and the service which served to unify my experience as a U.U. yet, I also chose to 

further extend my U.U. hfe in the Buddhist Study Group as a testament to the diversity 

that exists at the church. 

The Buddhist Studv Group 

My focus in this part of the chapter will be on the Buddhist Study Group. First of 

all. Buddhism is a personal interest of mine, so this group is where I would much rather 

spend my time than any other educational program that is offered. Second, the group is 
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new. It started during the second or third week after I entered the site. This context 

provided an opportunity to experience how a different sub-group is formed from the pool 

of diversity surrounding the Unitarian Universalist Church. 

During the first couple of months of the organization of the group, the minister of 

the church led the proceedings. He guided the group long enough to set the group in 

motion. After a couple of months, the minister encouraged other members to lead the 

group. 

The Buddhist Study Group always begins with introductions. There are about six 

or seven members of the group who are regular in attendance. There are a couple of 

people who attend often but sporadically, and then there is usually a couple of people 

who have been brought into the group for the first time. Therefore, introductions are 

given to create an environment in which everyone feels welcome. 

After introductions, the group leader begins ten to twenty minutes of silent 

meditation focused on the breathing. The members of the group are led into the 

meditation by a reading from the leader and the ringing of a bell. This ritual is the 

attempt by the leader to lead group members into a session of stilling the mind by 

focusing on breathing in an attempt to focus on the self The ringing of the bell is 

supposed to create the stimulus in group member's minds that silent meditation has 

begun. 

An example of the beginning of meditation has been excerpted from a particular 

study session. The following words were read from a book written by a Thich Nhat Han, 

a popular figure in Buddhism. The voice of the leader is intentionally slow, aware, and 

mindful of articulation for the purpose of easing the mind into a state of awareness. 
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I remember a short conversation between a Buddha and a philosopher of his time. 
I have heard that Buddhism is a doctrine of enlightenment, what is your method? 
What do you practice each day?, asked the philosopher. We walk, we eat, we 
wash ourselves, we sit down. What is so special about that? Everyone walks, 
eats, washes, sits down. Ah sir, when we walk we are aware that we are walking. 
When we eat, we are aware that we are eating. When others walk, eat, wash, or 
sit down, we are generally not aware of what they are doing. We are often aware 
of something else. In Buddhism, mindfulness is the key. Mindfulness is the 
energy that sheds light on all things and all activities, producing the power of 
concentration bringing forth deep insight and awakening. Mindfulness is at the 
base of all Buddhism. {Bell rings three times, each time becoming softer) 
(Buddhist Study Group, 11/18/98, counter# 44-58) 

The session of meditation ends with the ringing of the bell and a slight pause for people 

to casually come out of their meditative state. At that point, the discussion begins with a 

reading about Buddhism or really anything that happens to come up in the course of 

conversation. 

The minister says that he has things that he wants to do and the Buddhist Study 

Group has is one of them. However, his interest alone will not make an idea successful. 

He says that he must be able to listen to and understand what the congregation's interests 

are. He had tried to start a study group before, but it did not last very long because there 

was not enough interest. However, recently, a few different people had expressed an 

interest in Buddhism, so he gave it another try. The study group is a prime example of 

how the search for truth is lived out through the lens of a Unitarian Universahst at this 

particular church. 

One of the members of the group speaks to the success of the mediation session, 

"It's very fun, very soothing, very healing and I look forward to it. However, see I enjoy 

meditating with a group. I do not particularly like meditating by myself I've ALWAYS 

enjoyed being with a group" (Subject C, side A, counter# 306-309). When asked why 
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this is true she gives a very vivid example that explains her beneficial experience with the 

group: 

I have a bachelors in art, in fine arts, trained as an artist. And after I got out, I 
really could not deal with art I mean it was just very painful, I did not want to do 
it by myself But when I got asked into clinical psychology and then I joined this 
art therapy seminar, and that was a two day program I worked with. All of a 
sudden the art could go out, it was very very free because whatever criticisms I 
had with it, whatever fears I had were somehow soothed by the comfort of the 
group and that's just how I am with this stuff (Subject C, side A, counter# 310-
318). 

She goes on to say that the group "allows me to take a vacation from myself" The group 

allows her to build upon the energies of the other people who were meditating with her. 

She experiences a sense that the group comes together as one, meaning that "those who 

we were as a personality went by the wayside. Those who we were at a much higher 

level took over, and it was just a very very comfortable thing." A group allows her to 

become aware of a higher level of herself with the aid of energy from other people who 

are attempting a similar kind of transcendence. 

In addition to spiritual guidance through meditation, the group is also very 

educational. After a few meetings, it was suggested to follow a book to guide discussion. 

All of the members agreed to purchase the book. Awakening the Buddha Within, by 

Llama Suryas Das. This book led to discussions concerning the basics of Buddhism. 

There were discussions about the historical background behind Buddhism as well as the 

basic tenets of Buddhism: The Four Noble Truths and the Eight Fold Path to 

enlightenment. 

As the minister reported in the beginning of this section, the education program is 

crucial to the growth of the congregation. The ability to step into a U.U. context and seek 
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out specific types of religious guidance is critical to the goal of the congregation. The 

congregation must feel like they are learning and growing together. 

Other Educational Opportunities 

In light of the fact that my development as a U.U. was based around the 

discussion forum, the service, and the Buddhist Study Group, I cannot go into great detail 

about the nature of the other groups in the congregation. However, it is important to 

mention the other groups to illustrate all of the options that U.U.s have to develop 

together as an organization. 

Essentially, all that I know about the rest of the education programs is what I have 

read in a pamphlet found in the membership packet. I will excerpt what I found merely 

to give the reader an idea of the different options. Initially, children's education is 

mentioned: 

Through our 'Pillars Program' we teach all our children about U.U. Identity, 
World religions. The Jewish and Christian Heritage, Science and Nature, and 
Social Justice. The children are expected to share in many of the congregation's 
activities. We also organize occasional parties and 'sleepovers' to help the 
children to know one another better. (Welcome pamphlet, p. 2) 

The children's classes are divided into the nursery, eariy ages for pre-K kids, early 

elementary, older elementary, and Jr. High and High School. 

Other aduh programs include "The History Group: A chance to discuss books and 

videos about various elements of history from Texas to the World," "The Literary 

Group: Movies, books and discussion," and a Yoga class. In addition to these groups. 
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there are many other smaller and more informal groups that meet due to finding 

something in common with one another. 

The Minister's Role 

With all of the diversity in the congregation , the minister plays a very important 

role in unifying the framework of the congregation. To exemplify the importance of the 

minister's role, I think it is important to look at an exemplar of a member's account of the 

minister as a "steadying force" with the knowledge that this account came early in the 

interview before a question was even asked concerning the nature of the relationship with 

the minister. The timing of the reply is indicative of how this member views the minister 

as a strong unifying force. The question was a general question concerning the attraction 

to the church. After further questioning, the interviewee made a specific reference to the 

role that the minister had in mediating conflict in the church. 

I think that the fact that (the minister) is there NOW as a steadying force to the 
group is kind of a comforting thing or a soothing thing... I think that it's his 
unique relationship with the church and the fact that he has been there for seven 
years and therefore things have settled out because of this. From what I 
understand from him, there was conflict sort of at the beginning because, and I 
could be completely wrong with this but the congregation was used to doing it 
one way and here's a new minister and he wants to do it this way so inevitably 
there is going to be conflict but, you know, seven years it kind of washes itself out 
(Subject C, side A, counter* 280-291). 

Even new members have become aware of the history of conflictive communication 

patterns at the church. 

The interviewee went on to explain further by giving an example of how this 

minister is able to calm the nerves of the congregation. She gives an account of how she 

was a little flustered at one point after leaving a function at the church which occured at 
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night. On the way out to her car, a "homeless man" came into the church asking for 

money. She said that she gave him some money but then became concerned about the 

people who had not left the building so she went back inside and asked the minister about 

the man. The minister told her that he had been there before and not to worry. The 

interviewee describes the minister's role in this particular situation: 

He put all my fears to rest, he knew what was happening, he was the information 
source. So therefore, by him being there, having had this information for a long 
period of time, it was like Oh... well... fine now I know and plus the fact that I just 
trust him because he's easy going and he is hkeable and he is intelligent (Subject 
C, Side A, counter* 297-302). 

This description would certainly not be how everyone in the congregation would describe 

the minister but observations and other accounts has convinced this author that at least a 

significant proportion of the congregation would agree to this opinion. One member 

describes the minister as an effective leader: 

I really hke him. Uhm...I think he is a very good leader for this congregation. It 
seems to me that he is pretty good at setting limits. I would think as a minister 
they could suck you dry with the incredible needs people have. But, I feel 
comfortable with him and I feel like if I needed to go and talk to a spiritual 
person, I would trust him. I like him... I think that there are alot of mixed feelings 
and I am barely starting to get to know the congregation... I LOVE his sermons 
(Subject D, side A, counter* 179-194). 

The individual went on to explain that the minister is the "glue" that holds the 

congregation together. He seems to listen well and understands the differences that exist 

in the congregation due to such diversity. The question arises as to how the minister 

attempts to unify the congregation through his daily activities. 

The minister claims that contact with all areas of the church is crucial and 

especially important for this congregation. A weekly routine for the minister might 
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include a meeting with the finance committee, a meeting with the treasurer, the president, 

visits with the members of the church who are shut-ins, and availability to talk to any 

member who wishes to do so. These tasks are just examples of the types of things that 

the minister might do in a week and he says that it is important for interaction that 

meetings are not just business but to take the relationship to more of a personal level 

during day to day activities. I happened to notice that a meeting between the minister and 

the president of the congregation took place over lunch. It is necessary for the minister to 

establish a sense of comraderie within the congregation and have knowledge of all areas 

of the church to keep everyone up to date and bound together by a sense of unity and 

confidence in the leader of the church. 
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CHAPTER V 

THE UNIFICATION OF DIVERSITY: THE CONSTRUCTION 

OF SELF AS A UNITARIAN UNIVERSALIST 

Aboulafia (1991) claims that only by reflecting upon the attitude of others can the 

emergence of mind even begin to develop. At a very basic level, when a child is learning 

to speak a language, she must reflect upon the language used by significant others. For 

that matter, any time anybody uses any word, that knowledge had to be learned at a 

certain point and time. "Such theorists as Hymes have argued that development of the 

child's ability to communicate is influenced as much by his sensitivity to communicative 

demands of the speech situation as by his increasing linguistic knowledge" (Hale and 

Delia, 1976, p. 195). The word has to be used before it can become a part of the person's 

reality and, as the word begins to be used more inside of that person's reality, it comes to 

be an expected part of the vocabulary. 

Pfuetze (1954) explains that taking the role of the other simply means that, "by 

becoming an object to himself, by acting toward himself as he acts toward another, and as 

the other acts toward him" (p. 58). Socialization into the Unitarian Universalist Church 

can be described in the same way. Members of the church must experience the discourse 

from others and in that way they are able to form unique relationships with the life in 

action of the church. While not every member would convey a similar degree of 

happiness with the church, many people do find a sense of community within the church 

that allows for the personal search for truth that would not be found elsewhere. 
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At this point in the project, it should no longer be an assertion that the 

congregation at the U.U. church is a diverse group of individuals. The thesis up until 

now has focused primarily on a general description of the framework of the religion as a 

whole and the framework of the particular congregation. Since the framework of the 

church has been described, I will continue to narrow the scope of the research to more of 

an individual level and begin analyzing a process of becoming a U.U. 

However, as a reminder, I am not attempting to define the U.U. experience and 

predict that every person will necessarily have the same account of socialization. The 

following section is merely an explanation of a few people's experience with the 

evidence to suggest that there are certain patterns that many individuals fall into. The 

socialization process will be explained using a macro level application of Mead's 

philosophy of the Act which was described in Chapter III. Yet, the cycle of the Act in the 

macro level application has the potential to be cyclical. In other words, the individuals 

are constantiy recreating their reality with the U.U. church. But, these particular 

exemplars do categorize some pattems during different stages of the Act. 

Initiating Contact with the Church: The Stimulus Phase of the Act 

My predisposition was important to finding the church. In my background, I have 

felt enough dissonance with prior experiences of religion that I rejected organized 

religion. I feel that there is something that helps guide the order of the universe but I did 

not think that there was one version of the story that I could be happy with. It is not that I 

think any version of the story is necessarily wrong, I just felt that worshipping with one 

group meant the exclusion of another group. Many of the people at the church have a 
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similar predisposition that I had before entering a relationship with the church. Many of 

the people in the church enter the church because they feel that they have no other place 

to go to discuss matters of spirituality. 

An account of a woman who is completely opposed to organized religion but 

decided to join the Unitarian Universalist Church anyway helps to explain the 

predisposition that leads many people to membership with the church. When asked how 

she first heard about the Unitarian Universalist Church, she responded, 

I first heard about it a few years ago, my younger brother ... said that he and his 
wife said that they were thinking of joining the Unitarian Church and I was 
appalled. I said. Oh my God, How could you talk about joining a church and he 
said you don't even know what you are talking about (Subject D, Side A, counter 
# 50-57) 

She went on to explain that she just did not like any kind of organized religion. She is a 

Buddhist, but claimed that she has never really found an organization that she could 

comfortably call her religious home. She has either jumped from group to group without 

identifying with or joining any specific one, or has practiced on her own for much of her 

life. She claimed that the structure of the Dharma centers that she practiced at were all 

too rigid and turned her away from organized religion. 

This woman found out later that when her brother told her that "You don't even 

know what you are talking about," he was right. She explained that when she moved to 

town, she had one friend who she could really enjoy intellectual discussions with. At 

some point, her friend moved away and she reported that she "lost balance" because she 

did not really know any other intellectuals who were open-minded enough to listen to her 

opinions. 

63 



Because of her frustration, she sought out the Unitarian Universalist Church and 

only planned to attend the discussion forum that occurs before the service. But somehow 

she ended up at a service anyway because she found that she really connected with 

people, "which is hard to do." This is an account of a woman who has never found an 

organized rehgion that she was comfortable with until she entered the context of the 

Unitarian Universalist Church. The comfort zone of religious freedom found by her 

within the discourse of members of the church caused a thought that stimulated the 

individual to recall past experiences that she had had with organized religion. The 

stimulus change begins the process of internal communication. 

Continuing with the above example, one can observe in the response of the 

individual a comparison of the initial stimulation of thought about past experiences with 

the current experience of being introduced to the contextual discourse of the Unitarian 

Universahst Church. When Subject D (1998) said, " I don't do churches," the context 

around this example demonstrates that she was juxtaposing thoughts about her past 

experiences with churches. At this point, "in its reference to the object which is being 

analyzed and reconstructed it is mediate, and in its imagery of past and future conduct it 

sets up a field of experience which is in sharp contrast with that of the surrounding world 

of perceptual objects" (Mead, 1938, p. 17). This quotation from Mead explains how the 

individual's world-view has begun to be reconstructed symbolically. 
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Competing Paradigms Within the Church: 
The Response Phase of the Act 

After a person is stimulated into thought, the process of reflection takes place 

which describes the response phase. The individual recalls past facts about the object in 

question, makes predictions about the future of the object based on the references from 

the past, and then compares the past and present inferences to construct a version of that 

object in the present. After comparing assumptions about churches from the past 

experience with her current experience. Subject D constructs a new opinion about 

churches. Her new understanding of churches becomes one that includes the Unitarian 

Universalist Church exemplified by joining the church. In this church, she feels 

comfortable. While many people were socialized into the church much like Subject D, 

some people would not convey a similar degree of happiness. There are some themes in 

the reasons for dissonance by some members of the congregation. 

Different Communication Styles in the Church 

In previous examples, accounts are given by members who had a relatively easy 

experience of reality transformation while being socialized into the Unitarian Universahst 

Church. Unfortunately, some people have a more difficult time adjusting to the 

dialectical climate of the church. In my case, there was a little resistance in the beginning 

of my experience with the church. There are highly educated people in this group who 
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use their specific knowledge in certain areas and use powerful language to describe their 

stances on issues. This experience can be frustrating. 

The following response indicates the type of conflictual ideas that can arise due to 

the different communication styles. The tension in the answer to the following question 

demonstrates a response that is remarkably different from the accounts given above. 

Q: What first attracted you to the church, what first made you want to come here? 
A: Uhm... Oh a friend invited me but it... I didn't WANT to come here, that is 
what I was stumbling on. The church has a lot of intellectual stuff and a lot of 
politicing and a lot of dominating people. And once I got here, I kind of realized 
that there were people, other kinds of people and those were the kind of people 
that I feel most at home with. So, It was pretty conflictual for me to be caught in 
this whirlpool a bit, BUDdhism is... I've been studying long before I was a 
Unitarian. (Subject A, side A, counter* 009-018). 

The description of the member's involvement with the church is rife with hesitation and 

tension. The words were very carefully chosen and much thought went into her mindful 

description of the tension that she felt with some of the members of the church. 

However, it is important to point to the fact that there is conflict perceived by this 

member of the congregation. This example demonstrates that the paradigm shift is not as 

easy for everyone. 

One of the members of the church provides a response to the diversity that 

demonstrates a competing paradigm or an alternative way of viewing the communication 

patterns within the church. 

One of the things is it's different beliefs and it's also different people and their 
belief systems...with this particular church everybody's got a different opinion 
and a different specialty plus the fact that so many of them are artists and 
musicians so they are creative and I think that their thought pattems are different 
from most... they don't have a solid dogma but they are more open to look at 
whatever is presented and make some sense of it... I notice very little {tension} in 
this particular church... I noticed that people are much more opinionated and in 
your face in this church. They will say something and they're straightforward 
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about it and it is not what I have found to be kind of the passive-aggressive, 
southern type of mentality. It's much more straightforward so I think conflict is 
handled more easily (Subject C, side A, counter* 240-256). 

To make a comparison of the diversity it is necessary to refer back to the previous 

exemplar where a member describes the communication patterns of some members as 

"dominating" which made it "conflictual" for the member "to be caught in this 

whirlpool" of politics (Subject A, side A, counter* 18). The imphcit and conflictual 

differences in the meta-communicative approaches to the expression of ideas is noticed 

by the way in which the two members of the congregation describe diversity and the 

expression of diversity. One member refers to social actors within the community as 

"dominating" in such a way that causes tension while another member describes the 

communicative patterns as "straightforward" thus leading to "conflict being handled 

more easily." 

This difference in the pattern of communication demonstrates the lingering effects 

from the FRACT division of the church that is described in Chapter II. The minister 

explains this communicative difference between some members of the congregation as an 

agreement not to talk to each other for the purpose of avoiding conflict. The thought of 

the minister is that there is generally not much damaging conflict due to the issues of the 

church or the lack of an open-minded approach to these issues but confirms the 

conclusion that most conflict found within the church is due to different communication 

styles. The minister reports that differences in opinions are generally handled in a 

rational manner in which thoughts are expressed and reasonably discussed to reach a 

decision. However, sometimes someone who is "concrete" in her or his communication 

style may "rub" someone who is "emotional" (Subject B, 1998). On occasion, the 
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minister reports that this type of behavior may occasionally weaken a decision that is 

made during board meetings for example. 

Despite Subject A's apparent discord with a general framework of the church, she 

is still willing to identify herself as a "Unitarian." The reason for the identification is 

found within her answer: "Once I got here, I kind of reahzed that there were other kinds 

of people who I feel most at home with." The discursive framework of the church allows 

for multiple sub-groups to construct reality based on diversity, not conformity to a 

specific doctrine. 

Subject A was able to feel comfortable with enough of the congregation to be 

willing to identify herself with the framework that might annoy her at times, but it 

certainly allows for her voice to function as a part of the church. Evidence of her critical 

function within the construction of the church life is apparent after learning that she was 

the president of the congregation for one of her many years as a member of the church. 

This example demonstrates that the discursive framework of the church encourages 

diversity and at the same time unifies the members under the rhetorical umbrella of the 

non-creedal religious mindset. 

A written response to the ninth question on the survey (Appendix A) reveals 

another account of conflicting communication styles as well as the approach taken to try 

and overcome the difficulties: 

My closest friends are U.U.s-both here and at other places. While there are a 
handful of individuals I don't particularly enjoy because I consider them abrasive 
and / or tiresome, I think it is important to try to get along well with everyone. I 
attempt to be tolerant of others' views and to disagree without being disagreeable 
(Survey 26, *9). 
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According to the minister, one of the effects of the FRACT division of the congregation 

in the recent past is that now there is an awareness of a difference between members of 

the congregation. This awareness includes the knowledge that there are different views 

within the congregation. Some views include a belief in spirits and magical powers, a 

belief in God, a belief in reincarnation, and some who differ completely with a humanist 

secular view that the final arbitor of reality is the rational mind. 

The resolution of conflict must come from an understanding that there are 

different communication styles that may not be necessarily conducive to friendly 

conversation. The minister reports that many members' solution to the tension is to be 

aware of the differences in communication and adjust accordingly. Most members of the 

church are aware of who thinks and talks in a particular way so that conversations can be 

avoided with a particular individual to divert conflict. 

Willard (1978) explains the approach to reality construction using Mead's terms. 

He claims that rationality should be synonymous with reflective thinking: 

He (Mead, 1934) called this ability to calculate the effects of our actions upon 
others reflexiveness: "rational conduct always involves a reflexive reference to 
self,... an indication to the individual of the significance which his actions and 
gestures have for other individuals." Reflexiveness facilitates an ongoing 
adjustment process which involves the turning back of the individual's experience 
upon himself (p. 125) 

Previous accounts given by members who were socialized into the church exemphfy the 

transitional stages of attitude change. These accounts demonstrate that the process of 

understanding communication pattems in an organization requires time through 

immersion of discourse by being involved with the church. Because the organizational 

climate consists of multiple world views under the non-creedal discursive framework of 

69 



the church, everyone has the chance to be a part of the unification of diversity by 

attempting rational and reflexive communication. 

Diverse Spiritual Beliefs 

There seem to be many people in the congregation who would report that 

differences in communicative styles cause much conflict in the church. There are other 

causes for conflict, although the other causes seem to be less widespread. Some people 

within the church report having problems with the way in which others describe their 

spiritual beliefs. 

The following account reveals another type of tension that is reported in the 

church. This example is perhaps an extension of the previous section: 

I actually mostiy find involvement with the church members to be quite stressful. 
My own understanding of the Christian principles of love, respect and tolerance 
lead me to this Unitarian Church, the'democracy of churches.' The stated 
principles and affirmations I do like. In my experience here, however, I so 
frequentiy hear members so polarized against (their admittedly bad) experiences 
with 'Christianity' (I wouldn't name it this) that it begins to feel hke any other 
church (we're right, they're wrong, we're better, this is why-let's make jokes at 
other groups' expense). So, though I believe the intent and purpose of true 
lovingness, acceptance and respect are in the 'wordings' of this church, and I 
want to support that effort and I see it in the minister and some of the members. 
My experiences here have been draining as often as inspiring. (Survey 9, *9) 

This example signifies a pattern of communication that may be contradictory to the 

church's goal. But, given the fact that most of the people at the church come to the U.U. 

church based on some bad experiences with Christianity, the problem does not surface 

very often. Unfortunately, because of the tension, this respondent is not a member of the 

church. 
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However, this respondent does value some aspects of the church. For instance, 

the respondent reports attending the worship service regularly and claims that her child 

attends religious education classes. This involvement substantiates the claim of the broad 

nature of U.U. life. Despite such negative experiences with the church, the respondent 

still reports that, "structurally, this church is supposed to be tolerant and respectful-as part 

and parcel of their 'loving' claim (the claim that all churches make but don't really 

include tolerance and respect for other beliefs) makes it an interesting and worthwhile 

experience / experiment to be a part o f (Survey 9, * 9). 

The minister of the church has made note of the problem and has attempted to 

point it out to the congregation in the monthly newsletter: 

Our congregation has failed to fully oppose intolerance by bowing to the 
conventional attitudes... We have often given power to fundamentalists without 
even knowing it. I am talking about the way we speak of and treat Christianity 
within our congregation. It sometimes seems as though U.U.s are willing to be 
associated with anything except Jesus and the Christian faith. I have heard 
members of this congregation speak of Christians as though 'they' were not 'us' 
rChalice Light. May 18, 1999). 

As the leader of the church, the minister is attempting to make the congregation aware of 

the problem and trying to set an example of love and inclusiveness for the members. 

Another survey response exemplifies another attitude towards the religious 

diversity. Survey 18 reports that: 

I am attracted by the lack of creed and the idea of tolerance. But I must admit the 
CUUPS (pagan) group does make me uncomfortable although I am friends with 
individuals who are active members of the group and I totally support their 
association with our church. 
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This response indicates a couple of different things. First of all, the pagan group is one 

that is apparentiy not very formal because it is not mentioned in any of the literature that I 

have received nor have I spoken with anyone who mentioned the group to me. But that is 

further testament to the diversity in the church. Secondly, this theme says a lot about the 

communication pattems in the church. 

Because of the reflexive nature of being a U.U., this member has made the 

observation that he or she is uncomfortable with some of the spirimal beliefs from some 

members of the congregation. However, the pagans are still welcomed into the religion 

by this member. There seems to be a distinction being made within the discourse of the 

church between spirituality and religion. Just because this one respondent does not 

necessarily like the beliefs of the pagans in a spiritual sense, the respondent is willing to 

work with the people in the pursuit of U.U. goals. 

Affiliation with the Church: The Consummatory Stage of the Act 

Most responses indicate a much easier transition into U.U. life. The first 

exemplar that was mentioned in this chapter demonstrates a different experience with 

becoming a member. Her experience with the discourse found in the church clearly 

influenced her world view : 

From the time I started going there, I felt really comfortable, this was really neat. 
I didn't know there was a religious affiliation that was like this... I felt really 
comfortable. I liked it. I liked the idea that what ever your spiritual path is they 
encourage you... I love the fact that there is stuff around from... I was reading a 
pamphlet on Zoroastrian, I thought this is incredible, I thought, oh... I love this, 
this is wonderful. Because I've always felt that way, that there is some truth to 
almost every path, and that we reahy shouldn't be teUing people how they should 
do things. As long as people don't hurt each other or other people, what's the big 
deal? (Subject D, side A, counter* 100-109). 
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After some reflection upon her experience, she decided that she was Buddhist but that she 

really liked being a member of this fellowship because it did not promote or exclude any 

creed or specific religious belief She claims that at the Unitarian Universalist Church 

she gets an intellectual and liberal fellowship that she has never found at a Zen Center 

and, at the same time, she has the freedom and the support to be Buddhist. 

In this example, a paradigm shift is noticed. The woman mentioned has shifted 

attitudes about the nature of organized religion and has completed the consummatory 

phase of Mead's Philosophy of the Act. She has found a religious comfort zone in the 

Unitarian Universalist Church that allows her to fully integrate her behavioral patterns 

into a membership of an organization that contains some world views that may 

theoretically compete with hers. However, the socialization process of the Unitarian 

Universahst Church has merged the different attitude constructs into a forum that allows 

one to be present without paradigmatically excluding the other. This account of 

socialization reveals that much of the attraction to the church occurred after her exposure 

to life in action and led to an interaction with group norms that made her feel 

comfortable. 

Miller (1973) summarizes this process by saying that thinking is the 

"internalization of the social process of adjustment" (p. 145). Essentially, a person can 

give an automatic response to some communicative events because she has experienced 

an event before and can anticipate what the response of another person would be to her 

original response. In order to think, a person must become an object to herself to adopt 

an appropriate response to a communicative event. Miller (1973) relates that a condition 
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necessary for thought is an individual's ability to recall familiar aspects of the social act 

as well as the prediction of an outcome for the present social act. 

Another personal interview reveals a similar experience with the church. Subject 

C (1998) relates her experience of socialization and explains that the system of discourse 

surrounding the church has become a part of everyday life. She has experienced a 

paradigm shift. This woman is opposed to aU religious dogma and found that the 

Unitarian Universalist Church promotes the same type of approach to religious 

exploration. She went on to explain that despite her short time of membership with the 

church that much of her social life extends from the church. She told a story about how 

she enjoyed working on a fundraiser for the church as well as a story about a fun time 

that she had just socializing with another member of the church. She summarizes her 

relationship with the church and provides a vivid metaphor of her experience by 

comparing the church to a "social sorority" (Subject C, side A, counter* 219). 

Results from the survey on question * 9 indicate that 23 of the 56 people 

responding to the survey get along well with everyone in the church. Nineteen of the 

respondents indicate that there might be a few people that they do not get along with. 

These results indicate that most people have enjoyed a fairly smooth socialization process 

into the church. However, it is clear that some people have not had such an easy time. 

Seven people on the survey reported that they do not enjoy attending functions but do 

support the ideas behind the religious movement. 

Each person associated with U.U. church has a predisposition of not liking the 

idea of conforming to a specific creed. That is the reason why they sought out the church 

to begin with. They want to take on the role of other people in an attempt to broaden their 
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horizons and have more knowledge when making decisions about their experiences with 

religion. Hale and Deha (1976) summarize Mead's theory of role-taking in terms of 

attitude change theory. Role taking (or social perspective taking) is the capacity to 

assume and maintain another 's point of view which is the basic social cognitive process 

in communication. The authors claim that the development of goals requires an 

understanding of the goals of others to adapt information and arguments for that specific 

construct. 

Varying Levels of Involvement: The Inclusive Nature of the Church 

It seems that much of the congregation feels that they share the same goals; some 

do not. Therefore the framework of the church provides another means of unification: 

differential levels of involvement with the church. In an attempt to fulfill the goal of 

welcoming everyone into an environment of comfort, the congregation accepts different 

levels of involvement with the church. 

Within the church discourse, there are different levels of membership. There is a 

category for active membership. These people are not only financially supporting 

members of the church, but they also actively attend church functions and devote time to 

the church in various ways, such as committee work or leading a discussion forum. 

There is also a category found in the discourse of the church to recognize inactive 

members. This label is to recognize those people who support the mission of the U.U. 

church but may not feel comfortable at most of the functions or those who do not have 

the time or the willingness to be active. Generally, these people make a financial 

contribution to the church because they support what the church symbolizes and attend an 
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activity that may appear to be particularly interesting. However, for one reason or 

another, they simply do not enjoy being at functions and, in many cases fall into the 

categories mentioned above, or they may not have the time or desire to attend many 

functions. 

Finally, there is a category within the discourse that recognizes Friends of the 

church. This category is devoted to those who like what they see at the U.U. church and 

may attend functions from time to time but are not members. There are also a few people 

who are the spouse of a member and respect the church but do not necessarily attend 

functions. These people are respected very much by the church as evidenced by the fact 

that the church directory of phone numbers is tided Directory of Members and Friends. 

In this way, the church becomes more inclusive by inviting people to support the 

movement without pressure to commit anything to the church. 

The minister of the church makes note of the different levels of involvement with 

the church in the Chahce Light, the monthly newsletter that is sent to everybody on the 

mailing list. He also describes another level of involvement that does not seem to be 

formally recognized by the church, but it is certainly informally recognized: 

For a discussion in our Board of Trustees meeting I drew up a chart of the 
congregation as I see it. In one quadrant there are those people who were both 
active in the life of the community and committed to the institution, people like 
board members, long standing members and active leaders. In another quadrant 
are those who attended many activities and connected with others, but who had 
little involvement with our organization. These are the people we often call 
Friends of the congregation. In another area were those who are obviously 
members, but who are not very active in the weekly round of our caring 
community. Finally there are those who I refer to as the 'living cloud of 
witnesses.' These are the people who may visit every once in a while, who know 
and like what we do, but never become very involved in our community or 
financially supportive of our institution. fChahce Light. Feb. 2, 1999) 
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The varying degrees of recognized involvement with the church is a rhetorical function in 

support of the mission of the church. It is an attempt to make everyone welcome 

regardless of any points of dissonance they may have with the church. This reinforces 

the idea that one's spirituality does not have to be directiy linked to religiosity to the 

point that if someone is only interested in the Buddhist Study Group, for example, they 

can comfortably attend this one function without feeling pressured to commit anything 

else to the church. In the minister's words, these people are the "living cloud of 

witnesses." 

Cegala, Savage, Brunner, and Conrad (1982) provide an explanation of the effects 

of interaction on attitude change: 

Interaction involvement is the extent to which an individual participates with 
another in conversation... Their consciousness is directed toward the evolving 
reality of self, other, and topic of conversation. As such, they are viewed by 
others as generally competent interpersonal communicators, (p. 229) 

The framework at the U.U. church is inclusive and flexible enough to create an 

interactive environment that separates a personal evaluation of spirituality and a personal 

search for truth from a commitment to a religious mindset. In this church, one could be 

committed to the religion or could focus on a personal experience of spirituality, and 

many people choose to do both. The inclusive framework of the church provides the 

freedom for individuals to choose theh role in the church. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS ON THE UNFFARIAN 

UNIVERSALISTS AND A MODEL OF THE SELF 

I think that it is important for people to embrace their worldview and question it, 

not with the intent of finding a reason to reject it but to enable one to understand one's 

worldview for what it is and not what one wants it to be. I have always had problems 

finding a place to develop converse with others about my views. The problem for me 

was a lack of an awareness of the diverse religious groups available. The only religious 

groups that I have ever been involved with have presented views that I did not necessarily 

disagree with but, at the same time, a lack of a totalizing adherence to a group' s rules 

meant being excluded from the group. The discursive framework of exclusion has made 

me wary of organized religion. I know that I have learned a lot from many different 

religious perspectives and honestiy believe that they all contain versions of the truth to 

questions concerning our existence. However, many churches with restricted creeds will 

not accept my opinions because they follow the guidelines of a specific dogma outiined 

by the church. 

Wilber (1996) helps to explain the complexity of the attitude change that I went 

through: 

But the important point is, in most of these developmental or evolutionary 
approaches, each worldview gives way to its successor because certain inherent 
limitations in the earher worldview become apparent. This generates a great deal 
of disruption and chaos, so to speak, and the system, if it doesn't simply collapse, 
escapes this chaos by evolving to a more highly organized pattern. These new 
and higher patterns solve or defuse the earlier problems, but then introduce their 
own recalcitrant problems and inherent limitations that cannot be solved on their 
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own level-the same process of evolution we see in other domains as well. (pp. 
63-64) 

My experience with the church stands well beyond the explanation and advancement of 

theoretical issues. Because of my socialization into the church, I feel that I have become 

more open-minded in terms of my religious world view. As a researcher, part of my 

responsibihty is to pay attention to my own attitude changes through involvement with 

the church and to demonstrate a similarity to the experiences of others. The 

demonstration is not conclusive as an explanation of my experience but it is a selection of 

experiences that resembles a shared sense of reality created with and around other 

members. 

The paradigm shift takes time. It requires an individual to not only observe 

organized U.U. discourse but to also become part of the discourse. Some people may 

never fully become immersed into the church culture. For instance, many people are 

described by the minister, other members, and the Church directory, as "Friends of the 

Church." The acceptance of non members is exemplary of the inclusive nature of the 

discursive framework of the church. Do not get me wrong, the church structure is quite 

interested in gaining membership. However, the inclusive nature of discourse is 

advanced by the code of Unitarian Universalist. This code and how it affects different 

people is essentially what is being studied in this project. 

At this point in the project, it is important to reflect back upon the data to draw 

some conclusions. Initially, I will refer back to the questions that were asked in Chapter 

I to guide this research. The questions were: How are the attitudes of members 

constructed in such a way that allows them to share the non creedal framework as an 
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organizing factor for the community? And how is conflict managed in the diverse 

religious environment? Secondly, I will summarize the contributions made from the 

study. Finally, I will discuss the limitations of the study and make some suggestions for 

future research. 

The Non-Creedal Discursive Framework: A Creed of Tolerance 

The U.U. Church will not attract everyone. The people who I have talked to 

reported having a predisposition towards questioning organized religion. According to 

Mead (1934), the beginning of an act begins with a gesture phase. Most U.U.'s that I 

have talked to were not born into the religion. They begin by evaluating a certain 

religious script previously involved with to find no answers to the questions that were 

asked. Most of the problems that occurred for most members revolve around the 

dogmatic nature of past religious experiences. Many authors cited in this study claim that 

a lack of an acceptable alternative to a problem for an individual will either create a sense 

of chaos or cause individuals to revert back to a previously accepted paradigm. As an 

alternative, the U.U. church is sought as a place to discuss spirituality without having to 

formally adhere to a specific dogma. 

The attraction for myself and many others is the advertisement of a noncreedal 

spiritual environment. Instant connection with the U.U.'s does not necessarily translate 

into a conversion experience. From my experiences with the U.U. church, the process of 

adjustment took some time. The organization did not seem hke a "church" to me. I 

could not see it as an organization with goals. It seemed more like a coffee shop where 

people came for intellectual discussions. This was particularly attractive to me because 
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my experiences with Christian churches had left me with a predisposition of not 

appreciating churches. 

Mead (1938) claims that humans have the tendency to treat knowledge learned in 

the past as reality for the present, without questioning the conditions of the world that 

might have changed reality. He points out that individuals in the course of everyday life 

have a tendency to be comfortable with patterns learned in the past. When a problem 

arises and the individual has not already formed an acceptable alternative, it is easy to fall 

back into an already learned response. 

Mead (1936) clarifies his point: 

A conscious social control has taken on this form: The law must be obeyed; the 
constitution must be honored; the various institutions such as the family, school, 
courts, must be recognized and obeyed; the order which has come down to us is 
an order which is to be preserved. And, whenever the community is disturbed, we 
always find this return to the fixed order which is there, and which we do not 
want to have shaken. It is entirely natural and, in a certain sense, entirely 
justifiable. We have to have an order of society; and, if what is taking place 
shakes that order, we have no evidence that we will get another order to take the 
place of the present one. We cannot afford to let that order go to pieces. We must 
have it as a basis for our conduct, (p. 361). 

As an individual entering the discourse of the church, my predisposition was such that I 

did not like the idea of churches. Initially, I did not see the U.U. community as a church. 

My traditional view of a church inserted the idea that there must be a restricted creed that 

is symbolic of what the organization stands for. Because of a lack of a restricted creed in 

the U.U. church, it was difficult to point to something and say "that describes my 

religion." 

However, after some time immersed into the culture, I did begin to see that the 

discussion engulfed my self into an introspective conversation about spirituality. After 
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weeks of introspection, a new attitude formed. My attitude changed from the idea that 

Christians (or any other creedal religions) are wrong to the idea that they are right, along 

with the idea most religious persuasions are up to something positive. This attitude 

change became my rehgion. 

Pfuetze (1954) claims that as mind emerges, we talk to ourselves in the same way 

that we talk to others. This type of internal communication is stimulated by patterns of 

external communication and can transform a world view in the same way that it was 

constructed. 

Willard (1978) claims that: 

Traditional approaches to argument have been rooted in the presuppositional 
framework of positivism and faculty psychology. Aristotie's practical syllogism, 
the cognitive parent of the enthymeme, customarily has been conceptualized as a 
cognition paradigm, a formal depiction of mental processes. This 
conceptualization has imparted to human thought the flavor of formal logic, the 
form of the demonstrative syllogism sans apodeictic rigor, (p. 121) 

The argument is certainly not that Aristotle's contribution to the study of argumentation 

is a bad approach, but that strict adherence to the one paradigm would limit the study of 

attitude change. Under this construct, argument is narrowly defined as a thing with a clear 

beginning and end, as having an objective existence without the presence of the actor's 

perceptions (Willard, 1978). 

Willard (1978) and others point out that communication is much more complex 

than Aristotle's paradigm because of the interactive nature of the process. The source-

message-channel-receiver model is not complete because social actors merge with 

symbolic behavior based on the perceptions of the generalized other. Aristotle's analysis 

of attitude change might be more useful for the study of a church with specific doctrine or 

82 



the propositional display of argument, but because of the claimed non-creedal nature of 

the U.U. church, a different construct for attitude transformation becomes pertinent. 

Many creedal religions have the advantage of making a short propositional claim 

that specifies what is believed in throughout the organization, and, if you believe this than 

you can be a member. In my experiences at the U.U. church, it is not that easy. I had to 

spend much time at the church, with a lot of interaction with members, to come to 

understand the organization as a church. The attitude change was very gradual. 

Kneupper (1980) provides additional explanation of the interactive reconstruction 

of reality. From a symbolic interactionist perspective, attitude change occurs at the level 

of a social reality, a reconstruction of worldview. This perspective claims that there are 

societal pressures which tend to stabilize attitudes for members of a society and the only 

way for fundamental shifts in attitude to occur is to "rhetorically reconstruct and thus 

transform social reality" (p. 177). Kneupper continues, "The symbol-producing 

capacities of the human mind which make possible the initial construction of social 

reality also provide the potential for its reconstruction" (p. 177). Therefore, attitude 

change is not just the propositional and explicit statement of argument, but can involve 

the gradual changing of attitude over time. In fact, the gradual shifting of worldview via 

changes in a social actor's sphere of discourse seems to be an intuitive account for major 

attitude shifts. In my case, the attitude change revolves around how I view creeds and 

organized rehgion in general. 

Chapter V describes many different responses that people have to the church 

discourse. To be truly socialized into the church, one would need to be aware of who 

believes and talks in certain ways so that one can make attempts at adjusting 
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communication pattems to fit in with the church structure. In Mead's terminology, as a 

U.U., one takes on the role of the generahzed other. 

An individual moves into the response phase of Mead's Philosophy of the Act. 

Connection with the U.U. Church allows a person to participate in the creation of 

religious discursive space enhanced by church-sanctioned communicative patterns. This 

interaction allows a person to examine and mold a spiritual self as a U.U. that, for me and 

other people interviewed, would be stagnant otherwise. 

This phase of the Act witnesses individuals struggling to form a response to all of 

the diversity available within the discursive framework that is detailed in previous 

chapters. The non creedal nature of the religion may lead an outsider to believe that there 

are no rules or norms to guide religious communication. When speaking of theological 

rules this observation would be true. However, an insider's perspective reveals that there 

are norms to follow. As an individual is socialized into the U.U. church, role taking 

occurs. The individual learns the rules by taking on the role of the generalized other. For 

the U.U. church, the generalized other is formed around the claimed non creedal 

discursive framework. In one sense, the non creedal assertions become a creed. The 

creed is to respect all view points. However, the explanation for the rule forming 

discourse is not as simple as calling it a creed. 

In the Rationale for this Study section of Chapter II, time was spent explaining 

the difference between a restricted code and an elaborated code in relationship to the 

nature of religious creeds. When the U.U.s claim to be non-creedal, the assertion really 

becomes a critique of restricted creeds which sets a standard for how to act as a U.U. In 
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effect, this guideline is a creed about creeds or, it is a meta-creed. The meta-creed 

implies the acceptance of all other creeds. 

A person who interacts with the U.U.s must take on the roles of other U.U. 

members. In this attempt, an individual is thrust into different situations where people 

demonstrate the communicative act of disagreeing with, but respecting, other people's 

opinions. In this way, rules are formed about how to communicate as a U.U. Social 

relationships over time afford each actor with a set of expectancies about the other's 

behavior. Some rules will be local to specific relationships, while other rules will be 

generalized to a larger organization that each social actor belongs to (Willard, 1978). 

Socialization into the U.U. church requires time. One must experience the discourse of 

the church, and understand some of the primary responses to the church, before becoming 

a member. 

The U.U. discourse system claims to be non-creedal and with respect to spiritual 

dogma this claim seems to be true. And in my experience, the lack of an explicit creed 

made it difficult to feel like I was a part of something. Yet, over time, the meta-creed 

began to affect my attitudes about the church. As a behavior forming pattern, the U.U. 

discourse embodies rigorous guidelines for how to interact with other members. The rule 

is that as a member, you have the obligation to be open minded when other people are 

making a presentation of their worldview. Prior to membership, individuals are 

predisposed to open mindedness and the questioning of dogma. Socialization into the 

church perpetuates the predisposition by attempting to create a bond that exists between 

all members of the church. This bond is an agreement of tolerance. When the bond is 

broken, the members of the church will be corrected, as seen in Chapter V when the 
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minister reminded the members to be tolerant of Christians. The correction demonstrates 

the meta-creed of tolerance without exclusion of anybody. 

Dichotomizing the 'Self: Role-Taking in the U.U. Church 

The conclusions drawn in this chapter may or may not be theoretically applicable 

to the experience of members of other churches. The U.U. church provides a unique 

communicative playground for the unpacking of the interactive Self molded by rehgiosity 

as well as spirituahty. Spirituality includes questions a person might ask her self 

concerning her existence. Questions might include, Who am I? Why am I here? 

Religiosity incorporates a commitment to the goals of a rehgious movement. 

Theoretically, this dichotomy is key to explaining the means by which conflict is 

mediated in the church. In actuality, there is not a distinction that is necessarily 

noticeable to the individuals while in interaction. There is never a time when an 

individual in the church actually shows up as the spiritual self and not the religious self 

However, the manufactured descriptions of the subjects in terms of the dichotomy is quite 

useful. The symbolic interaction perspective attempts to explain the means by which 

behavior forming patterns for individuals are born from past experiences. Therefore, 

there are many selves (small case) that influences behavior for all of the exemplars put on 

display in this thesis. But experiential interaction with the U.U. discourse embodies the 

importance of examining the difference between religiosity and spirituality. 

In the case of the U.U.s, the discursive freedom granted to members allows for 

spirituality to be distinct from religiosity. The members of the U.U. Church share many 

different spiritual views and, at the same time, are committed to the same religious 
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movement with clear and concise goals. For a religion with a more narrow discursive 

framework, the difference between religiosity and spirituality may be more difficult to 

describe. Within restricted creedal environments, the personal views of members are 

more or less similar. For instance, in a Christian church, members place their faith in 

God. This conformity creates a personal identity with individuals that makes a restricted 

code appropriate. Within an elaborated creedal environment, the codes for conduct are 

not as explicit but are formed through interaction more so than in a restricted creedal 

environment. 

My interaction with the church demonstrates a line between religion and 

spirituality to be pertinent. In the past, I have experienced great difficulty finding a place 

to celebrate and investigate my own spirituality. As most of the U.U.s, I first experienced 

religion in a restricted creedal mindset. There was one way for me to live my life. I did 

not disagree with how I was instructed to live my life, but I did not believe that it was the 

only way that I could live. The dogmatic nature of the religion of my early upbringing 

excluded the other potential explanations. In the U.U. church, one could believe in any 

and/or all spiritual creeds and at the same time share the experience of being involved 

with one church. The meta-creed that creates elaborated codes within the church states 

that tolerance is required to be a part of the church. Tolerance is certainly not always 

achieved but it does show up in the formal discourse of the church as well as in the 

minister and some of the members. 

The difference between spiritual self and religious self is analogous to the 

distinction commonly referred to in public / private sphere discussions and the flexibility 

of the discursive framework allows them both to exist. The spiritual self (private) is the 
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discursive space to pursue answers to inquiries such as Who am I? and Why am I here? 

This is the realm of the diversity that is obvious within the U.U. Church. The religious 

self (public) involves a commitment to a liberal religious movement that creates a 

discursive space which allows for different spuitual selves. The religious self allows 

unity of members through an agreement to pursue common humanitarian goals. 

Examples can be drawn from many sections of this project to exemplify the 

conclusions drawn in this chapter. For instance, when responding to a question of how 

she came to be a U.U., Subject D (1998) explained that at the U.U. church, she has the 

freedom to be Buddhist. In fact, she explained that she had more spiritual freedom to 

engage in her quest for a Buddhist spiritual path at the U.U. church than at a Dharma 

center due to the rigidity of the organizations that she has visited in the past. Only 

through a religious commitment to the U.U. church and a spiritual commitment to the 

practice of Buddhism, could this individual enjoy her self in a religiously-oriented 

environment. 

The dichotomy also becomes apparent when reflecting upon examples of conflict. 

For instance, one response to the diversity is that the pagans in the congregation make 

some people uncomfortable. However, in the very same response, the individual claimed 

that he still welcomed the pagans into the U.U. church. The fact that there are spiritual 

differences does not prevent cohesion because of the fact that participants in the church 

are devoted to one religious meta-creed of tolerance. 

In the extreme cases where some do not enjoy attending functions of the church, 

the dichotomy still allows for a certain degree of unity. Many people, for multiple 
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reasons, are not comfortable with the spuitual differences at the church yet, they are still 

publicly supportive of the church because of the commitment to the religious meta-creed. 

The U.U.s provide a less exclusive label or discursive framework for spiritual self 

reflection. The religious self is necessary to create the discursive space to comfortably 

engage my spiritual examination. Spiritually speaking, I differ greatiy from most of my 

U.U. friends, but the religious self allows our disagreements to remain manageable 

because it is distinct from the spiritual self. 

In Chapter Two, a model of Self and the different labels/selves were artificially 

put on display through a visual medium (see Figure 2.1). At this point in the study, the 

Self has been broken down to look something like this: 

Spiritual 

Rellgous 

Teacher 

Husband 

Student 

Self 

Citizen 

Brotiier 

Figure 6.1 A Revised Model of the Self 
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This examination of the Self will help explain a model of conflict resolution for 

competing Selves within the congregation. When evaluating conflicts that come up like 

these in everyday life, it is important to consider an important distinction concerning 

different types of conflict. Hicks (1995) explains that there are two types of conflict: 

conflicts of interest which are competing views operating from the same system of 

adjudication, and conflicts of principle that calls into question an entire system of 

resolving conflicts. 

The examples of conflict mentioned throughout Chapter V can remain conflicts of 

interest because of the fact that each member in the church is guaranteed to be included in 

the formal discursive framework. Informally, some people may feel excluded, but the 

fact of the matter is that within the formal structure of the church, people are encouraged 

to speak their mind. Generally speaking however, most of the survey responses indicate 

a high level of comfort with the diverse membership of the church. 

The case study of the U.U. Church reveals a discursive framework that might 

make compromise easier in a conflict situation. Since the meta-creed is broad enough to 

allow for the distinction between religious self and spiritual self, the presuppositions of 

the unified group of diverse people may be more similar, thus making tolerance and even 

compromise easier. 

The spiritual self provides a diverse communicative setting with ample conflict. 

The religious self adds a sense of unity to the conflicting members of the congregation. 

The unity of diversity creates more discursive space for conflicts to be mediated and, if 

compromise does not work, the members have the freedom to agree to disagree. 
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Contributions of this Study 

In this case study of the U.U. church, I hope to have accomplished a few 

overarching goals. First, I gave an insider's perspective of communication pattems for an 

interesting religiously oriented communicative setting. Chapter II set the stage for the 

study by exploring the historical context behind the religious movement that helped form 

the diverse congregation under study. In Chapter IV, a broad view of the discursive 

framework of the church provides a look at an interesting setting for communication to 

occur. In Chapter V, accounts of people and their interesting personal stories were given. 

Secondly, I hope to have added to a body of knowledge concerning theoretical 

views of the process by which individuals are symbolically constructed. As far as I 

know, there are no other studies that point to a dichotomy between the Religious self and 

the Spiritual self in a U.U. context of communication. 

Thirdly, I hope to have contributed some insight into the ways in which people 

mediate conflict situations. This study has examined a diverse communicative setting in 

which many conflicting views are represented in a unified organization. The interaction 

of the organization is causal of many arguments for a multitude of reasons as well as a 

theoretical explanation of how these arguments are mediated. However, the presence of 

an elaborated code as opposed to a restricted code of behavior allows the conflicts to be 

handled well in most exemplars. 

In the case of communication style differences, the somatization process of the 

church changes attitudes of the members by providing an awareness of who talks in a 

certain way. This awareness allows members to adjust communication patterns to avoid 

unnecessary conflict. Within a restricted creedal framework, people would have more 
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similar spiritual views. However, with the U.U. elaborated meta-creedal mindset, 

interaction becomes even more necessary to estabhsh communicative rules because the 

rules are not as explicit as when involved with a restricted creed. 

In the case of spiritual differences, the claimed non creedal nature of the church 

provides a meta-creed to be tolerant of different views. Of course, this meta-creed is not 

always followed, but it does set up a structure within the church to attempt tolerance. In 

the case of the people who are turned off to the members who make jokes at 

Christianity's expense, the minister made attempts to demonstrate the problem and 

encourage tolerance. 

Additionally, the non creedal meta-creed also creates a dichotomy within 

members between the religious self and spiritual self. This dichotomy creates sufficient 

discursive space for members to conduct personal examinations of spirituality without the 

fear of being formally excluded from the church. The dichotomy provides the discursive 

space for the unification of diversity. This case study demonstrates the type of study that 

Hicks (1995) was encouraging, one that seeks insight into the ways in which humans can 

have their own personal space within a community and still be supportive of shared 

public goals. 

Limitations of this Study and Suggestions 
for Further Research 

First, this study is limited by the fact that only a small portion of members were 

personally interviewed. While survey results seem to be consistent with information 

gathered from the interviews, the fact is that nothing can replace personal interaction. If 
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more people within this church were interviewed personally, it is likely that additional 

communication pattems would be uncovered and the description of the socialization 

process at the U.U. church would be more adequate. 

Secondly, this study is hmited by the fact that only one U.U. church was studied 

during this project. The claims regarding U.U.s made in this study could be more 

confidentiy asserted if more churches had been examined. Neither the regional and local 

political attitudes nor the cultural conditions were ever addressed in the study and the 

location of the church may have influenced the results of the research. 

Therefore, as a suggestion for further research, additional studies of U.U. 

churches should be conducted and the results of the research should be compared with 

this study. If similar patterns exist in different churches then the claims made in this 

study would be further substantiated and more generahy applicable. 

After continued examination of the theoretical issues, I think that the results of the 

research add to a body of knowledge that provides the means to examine other social 

groups. Eraser (1992) claims that history proves the existence of "subaltern 

counterpublics in order to signal that they are parallel discursive arenas where members 

of subordinated social groups invent and circulate counterdiscourses to formulate 

opposition interpretations of their identities" (p. 122). The counterdiscourses can often 

times be quite destructive. Bowers, Ochs, and Jensen (1993) claim that "Agitation exists 

when (1) people outside the normal decision-making establishment (2) advocate 

significant social change (3) encounter a degree of resistance within the establishment 

such as to require more than the normal discursive means of persuasion. Theoretical 

issues examined in this study could very well be applied to other groups in the search for 
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a system of discourse that allows more people to have an active voice to foster less 

damaging conflict resolution. 

Hicks (1995) argues that the only way to approach better means of resolving 

conflicts is to conduct case studies of smaller communities to find themes of 

communication that make conflict more easily managed. The case study of the U.U.s 

reveals a discursive framework that might make compromise easier in a conflict situation. 

Since the U.U. meta-creed is inclusive enough to allow for the distinction between 

religious self and spiritual self, the presuppositions of the unified group of diverse people 

may be more similar, thus making tolerance and even compromise easier. 

The spiritual self provides a diverse communicative setting with an ample amount 

of personal space. The diversity of individual personalities does cause some conflict, yet 

the religious self adds a sense of unity to the conflicting members of the congregation. 

The unity of diversity creates more discursive space for the spiritual selves to come into 

conflict of interests more often than conflicts of principle. In the case of the FRACT 

division of the church (presented earlier), it would seem that this conflict would be a 

conflict of principle. It may have even been perceived as such by some of the members. 

However, the discursive framework of the church allowed these people to define 

themselves with their own label. The framework also allowed them to be heard. There 

was never any attempt to expel them from the church or prevent them from sharing their 

views. 

The socialization process of a Unitarian Universalist provides a model where 

conflict is dealt with relatively effectively. The dichotomy between the religious / public 

self and spiritual / private self that the U.U. label allows for means that social actors are 
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not communicating "completely outside the conditions maintained by powerful social 

groups nor under the direct control of the ruling class" (Poulakos, 1989, p. 9). As a 

private self, the U.U. member has enough discursive space to maintain individuality and 

at the same time, the religious self maintains some common organizational goals between 

members. 

This strategy of conflict resolution is further enriched because the framework of 

the church allows individuals to decide their own association with the church. As a 

model, this suggests that if counterpublics were granted more freedom to determine their 

association with society, they might not have to resort to the antagonistic ritual to gain a 

voice. 

Thus, when evaluating all of the conflict due to religious and political differences, 

there are no easy solutions. However, this case study exemplifies the value of Hicks's 

(1995) suggestion to examine small models of conflictual situations one group at a time. 

Then, and only then, can we come to terms with theory that may help alleviate tension on 

a larger scale. 
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Directions: Please circle the letter which corresponds to the answer for each question that 
most closely describes your situation. Any further information concerning these questions would be 
valued. If desired, please feel free to provide brief expanations for any of these questions on the back of 
this survey. 

1) How old are you? 
A) 18-25 B) 26-33 C) 34-41 D) 42-48 E) 50-57 F) 58-65 G) Over 65 

2) What is the religion of your family of origin? 
A) Unitarian Universalist B) Protestant C) Catholic D) Jewish E) Buddhist 
F) Hindu G) None H) Other-please specify _ _ ^ 

3) If formally educated, what degree describes your achieved education? 
A) None B) H.S. diploma or G.E.D. C) Associates Degree or Professional degree D) B.A. 
or B.S. E) M.A. or M.S. F) P.h.D. G) J.D. H) Other- please specify 

4) Where do your duties fall within your chosen profession? 
A) primary or secondary education B) higher education C) health care D) Business E) 

Law F) Other-please specify 

5) Are you a member of the Unitarian Universalist Church? 
A) Yes B) No, but I plan to join C) No, but I attend regularly D) Other-please specify 

If yes, how long have you been a member? 
A) less than a year B) 1-3 years C) 4-6 years D) 7-10 years E) Other-please specify 

6) How would you best summarize your current approach to religion? 
A) Unitarian Universalist B) Protestant C) Catholic D) Jewish E) Buddhist 
F) Hindu G) None I) Other-please specify 

7) How many other experiences have you had with different religious settings other than the Unitarian 
Universalist Church? 

A) None B) 1 C) 2 D) 3 E) 4 or more 

8) Which of the following activities at the Unitarian Universalist Church do you attend regularly? 
(please circle all that apply) 

A) Adult Discussion Forum B) Worship Service C) Yoga Class D) Buddhist 
Study Group E) The Literary Group F) Religious Education classes G) None 
H) Other-please specify 

9) Which of the following would best describe your overall degree of satisfaction with communication 
pattems between different members of the church? 

A) I get along well with everyone in the church B) There might be a few people that I do not get 
along with very well C) I must be selective about the U.U. functions that I attend because 
there is a small group of people who I get along with D) I really do not enjoy attending functions 
but I do support the movement 
E) Other-please specify 
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APPENDIX B 

PERSONAL INTERVIEW GUIDE FOR MEMBERS OF 
THE UNITARIAN UNIVERSALIST CHURCH 
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Section I: 

1) How old are you? 
2) What is your occupadon? 
3) Describe your educational background. 
4) Describe your religious background. 

Section II: 

5) How long have you been involved with the Unitarian Universahst Church? 
Are you a member? 

6) What attracted you to the church? 
7) How would you describe your role in the church? 
8) How would you describe your relationship with the minister? 
9) How is your everyday life affected by your involvement with the church? 

Does your involvement extend beyond an official church function? 
10) What is your favorite part about your involvement with the church? 
11) What is your least favorite part about your involvement with the church? 

Section III: 

12) Would you give your opinion about the diverse group of people that the church 
attracts? 

13) Does the diversity ever cause you tension? 
14) Do you notice tension between other members? 
15) How do you respond to the diversity in the church? 
16) How do you view the minister's role in mediadng tension amongst members? 
17) Could you describe how the Unitarian Universalist Church encourages you to 
examine and/or pursue any religious path that you would like? 

Section IV: 

18) Do you participate in the Adult Education Program through the church? 
19) What do you think the Adult Education Program offers members that they cannot 

experience through the worship service? 
20) Do you enjoy the worship service on Sunday mornings? 
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