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Some beliefs are like walled gardens. They encourage exclusiveness,  
and the feeling of being especially privileged. 
     Other beliefs are expansive and lead the way into wider and deeper 
sympathies. 
     Some beliefs are like shadows, clouding children’s days and fears  
of unknown calamities. 
     Other beliefs are like sunshine, blessing children with the warmth  
of happiness. 
     Some beliefs are divisive, separating saved from unsaved, friends  
from enemies. 
     Other beliefs are bonds in a world community, where sincere differences 
beautify the pattern. 
     Some beliefs are like blinders, shutting off the power to choose one’s  
own direction. 
     Other beliefs are like gateways opening wide vistas for exploration. 
     Some beliefs weaken a person’s selfhood. They blight the growth of 
resourcefulness. 
     Other beliefs nurture self-confidence and enrich the feeling of personal worth. 
     Some beliefs are rigid, like the body of death, impotent in a changing world. 
     Other beliefs are pliable, like the young sapling, ever growing with  
the upward thrust of life. 
Sophia Lyon Fahs 

So God calls up Pope 
Francis. God says, 
“Hola!, it’s God.” The 
Pope asks, “Qué pasa?, 
I’ve been waiting for 
your call.” God says, “Sì, sì, I’ve got some good news and some bad news. The good 
news is, I’ve decided there should be only one religion. No more confusion.” The Pope 
says, “Magnifíco!” God says, “The bad news is, I’m calling from Makkah.” 
 No joking! Wouldn’t that be great! One religion for our one world. One set of 
beliefs. One set of rules. No more confusion. It would be great — as long as the one 
religion is our religion, of course! 
 Well, it’s highly unlikely there will ever be one religion — just as unlikely that 
there will ever be no religion. In truth, the diversity of religions in our world is what keeps 
religion and religious belief strong, growing, and evolving. So, sorry God, we have a lot 
of different ideas about how to live in this world religiously and how to imagine, 
understand, and experience the divine. 
 Defining “religion” is tricky. Religion may be defined as a coherent system of 
beliefs, sacred stories, symbols, and rituals created, sustained, and transmitted within 
religious institutions and communities. Many believe that a true religion requires a belief 
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in a supernatural God, though many western liberal religions and the eastern traditions 
believe otherwise. 
 Religion is a human construct, at once a product of our magnificent human 
imagination and a deeply flawed human endeavor. We want what is good, but often we 
make what is bad. God does not create religion, we do.  
 So we must dare to say there is such a thing as bad religion. We can make value 
judgments about certain beliefs and belief systems and the institutions that create and 
sustain them — and we can do so without necessarily judging or condemning the 
adherents to bad beliefs or belief systems. We can respect their humanity and honor 
their “inherent worth and dignity” as our first Unitarian Universalist religious principle 
calls us to do. 
 It’s analogous to the way we might disapprove of the speech and behavior of a 
child but still love the child — we differentiate religious beliefs from the sacredness of 
diverse religions just as we differentiate a child’s behavior from the personhood of the 
child. 
 Following the World Trade Center attack almost 20 years ago, I heard an imam 
speak about the men who committed that horrific crime. He denounced their actions, of 
course, and said the men were not Muslims and could not be Muslims. These men 
perverted the teachings of Islam, a religion of peace, to such a degree that they 
deserved, in effect, to be kicked out of the Muslim faith. True Muslim believers should 
have nothing to do with them nor feel responsible. 
 Later, upon reflection, I came to disagree with this position. I think, in fact, the 
9/11 criminals were Muslims but practiced a very bad Islam. They perverted Islam and 
embraced a religious ideology that supported their fear and hatred and gave religious 
justification for their violent actions. 
 On January 6, an organized insurrectionist mob carried a Christian flag onto the 
Senate floor when rioters stormed the U.S. Capitol to interrupt a joint session of 
Congress and attempt to overturn the results of the 2020 presidential election. Those 
carrying the Christian flag, too, were Christians but practicing a very bad brand of 
Christianity. 
 The mix of extremist nationalism, toxic Christianity, and white supremacy is a part 
of our diverse American history and culture — now, finally, being exposed for the bad 
religion that it is. 
 We live by our beliefs, which have been part of our evolutionary process and 
survival of 200,000-year-old modern Homo sapiens. Yet, some beliefs are like “walled 
gardens, shadows, blinders, or the body of death — divisive and a blight to growth,” as 
Sophia Lyon Fahs taught us so many years ago. Other beliefs, good beliefs, are 
“expansive, like sunshine, bonds in community, gateways for exploration, nurtur[ing] 
self-confidence and worth, and ever-growing like a young sapling.” 
 Neither Fahs nor I are describing a conservative/liberal religious divide. 
Conservative belief can be expansive, exploratory, and growing, too. Liberal belief can 
be a walled garden, a shadow, and a blinder, and divisive and a blight to growth, too. 
This is not a question of conservative or liberal beliefs. Either can be good or bad. Even 
we religious liberals need to check our pretensions and be aware of our conceits — that 
the God of many experiences and understandings belongs to all believers and not one 
religion alone. 
 How, then, on what basis do we make these value judgments? Can we be 
objective? Who are we to judge? 
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 Let’s remember that in matters of belief there are no absolutes. Beliefs and the 
systems and institutions that support them are human imaginings and constructions, as 
I said, reflecting both human majesty and human failings. 
 Let’s also remember that we can judge the ethics of beliefs themselves not 
goodness or badness of a particular religion or institution — just as we should not judge 
the persons. 
 For our guide, I turn to the work of Howard Clinebell, a 20th-century Methodist 
minister and professor of pastoral psychology. He created a “Test of a Healthy Religion” 
—  good and ethical religious beliefs versus a bad religious beliefs. 
 Dr. Clinebell’s test asks 15 questions, echoing the sentiment of Sophia Lyon 
Fahs. Let me cite and comment on five: 
 First, “Does the religion encourage a person to appreciate or deprecate the 
feeling dimension of life.” We are all made up of a jumble of feelings: Fears and desires, 
hates and loves, sorrows and joys, worries and hopes. A healthy religion claims them 
all, honors them all, finds wisdom in them all — and responds to them in healthful, life-
affirming ways. 
 The “feeling dimension” is a part of our lives and surely informs our religious 
beliefs. In pastoral conversations, I often open with the question, “How are you feeling?” 
and I mean “feeling” in the broadest sense: How are you feeling physically, emotionally, 
mentally, spiritually? Each is related to all the others. Each is a part of our brokenness 
and our wholeness — and that constant feeling of in-betweenness. 
 Our religious beliefs, to be healthy, must appreciate and find wisdom in all the 
feelings and emotions that make us human. 
 Next question: “Does a particular form of religious thought and practice 
encourage the acceptance or denial of reality?” I often say that Unitarian Universalism is 
a “reality-based” religion. We try to see the world as it is, even as we dream what it 
might yet be. We accept even the harsh realities with big-heartedness and belief in the 
possibility of redemption. We do not turn away from injustice and the cruelties of bigotry, 
intolerance, violence, and war. We also see the goodness in the world and human 
potential — and this, too, is a reality. We see the self-less people, the peacemakers, the 
creative thinkers, the artists and the poets, the music-makers, the scientific explorers, 
and the dreamers. 
 Especially now, in this time of political violence fueled by white supremacy and 
Christian nationalism, we must embrace the painful reality so we can then make our 
way forward toward a better world and a better reality. 
 Now this test question: “Does a form of religious belief foster magical or mature 
religious thinking?” If you agree that faith is a given, as I do, then our task is to make 
sense of it, to move from childish belief in magic to adult insight and understanding. We 
are or should be constantly growing up in faith and letting go of our childish ways. 
 Two more questions of this healthy religion test: “Does a particular form of 
religious thought and practice build bridges or barriers between people?”  
A healthy religion is a bridge-building religion, person to person. We reach out and 
across to other religious people not in spite of our differences but because of our 
differences. We sometimes hesitate to build these bridges because of our fear of the 
“other,” the Muslim, the conservative Jew or Christian who experiences religious life 
differently than us. The greater fear, however, is within us, that through dialogue and 
religious exchange we might have our assumptions challenged, our walls dismantled, 
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our shadows given light, our blinders removed. Healthy religion is a religion that fears 
no religion, no belief system, no human brother, sister, or sibling. 
 Finally, this question: “Does the particular form of religious thought and practice 
increase or lessen the enjoyment of life?” What’s this? Religious thought and practice 
should make life more fun and bring happiness? Living grounded in faith, finding 
meaning and purpose in life, believing in the human potential, and fearing no person 
does make life more enjoyable and good. 
 I would add one more question to the “Test of a Healthy Religion”: “Does a form 
of religious belief honor and respect religious diversity or promote and propagate 
religious supremacy? Healthy religious beliefs are held with humility, knowing that God 
is ultimately unknowable and that each of us and our religious traditions hold truth only 
in part. My way is not the only path. Your way is another path. Our way has many paths. 
 Let me put it in the strongest terms: In my life studying and honoring different 
religious traditions while following my own path of faith, I hold in contempt the belief of 
any tradition that presumes to speak for God exclusively. Episodes of violence in the 
name of God and religion — long ago or just last month — are the most horrific 
examples of bad religious beliefs that must be condemned even as we honor the 
Muslim and Christian traditions from which they arise. 

I’ve never gotten a call from God, though sometimes I think God’s got my number — 
and maybe yours too. I’m not talking about the small, vengeful God of hateful religious 
belief. I’m talking about the God of our sacred imagination, the God of our conscience, 
the God of our inner voice that says “be good and do good.” “Seek understanding.” “Be 
your best self.” “Serve others.” “Live purposefully.” “Live healthfully.” “Live lovingly.” “Live 
faithfully.” “Live to be alive.” “Live! — and laugh sometimes too.” 
 Let us put our religion to the test in the way we live every day. Let us make good 
choices and choose good religion. Let us be bold in instructing and guiding others in the 
ways of good religion in whatever religious tradition they claim or in whatever ways they 
understand their faith. Let there be no bad news, only good. Let us live and share this 
good news so that our life together on this fragile planet — with its multiplicity of faiths 
and traditions — life-giving, life-enhancing, life-sustaining always. 
 Amen. 
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