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“There is no unbelief.” The early 20th-century American modernist composer 
Charles Ives begins his choral composition titled “Religion” with this resolute 
declaration. The composition continues with an enigmatic explanation: “And day by day 
and night by night, unconsciously, the heart lives by faith, the lips deny.” If listeners find 
themselves confused about what it means for the heart to live unconsciously by a faith 
the lips deny, Ives concludes by admitting that he doesn’t understand either. “God 
knows the why,” he says. 

Perhaps because Charles Ives worked as an insurance agent most of his life, his 
compositions were largely ignored during his lifetime. Since his death, however, his 
music has found a central place in the catalog of genuinely American music, perhaps in 
part because Ives served as the unsung composer of the Transcendentalist movement. 
Indeed, several his compositions are named for or take their texts from leading 
Transcendentalists, including Henry David Thoreau and Ralph Waldo Emerson, who 
served as a Unitarian minister before leaving the church.  

The Transcendentalists emphasized three main ideas that played a leading role in 
forming our own tradition of faith: the divinity of nature, the worth of the individual, 
and the capacity of each person to know the truth directly. By directly, the 
Transcendentalists meant without the intermediary of scripture, doctrine, or church. 
Emerson asked: “Why should not we [as individuals] also enjoy an original relation to 
the universe…. Why should we grope among the dry bones of the past?” His doctrines of 
self-sufficiency and self-reliance assert that we as individuals can trust our intuition and 
live according to universal moral laws which we intuitively perceive. He declared: “We 
will walk on our own feet; we will work with our own hands; we will speak our own 
minds.”  

In 1838, Emerson gave an address to the seniors graduating from Harvard 
Divinity School, his alma mater. In the speech, Emerson sought to identify the cause of 
what he called “a decaying church and a wasting unbelief.” The problem, he said, was 
that true worship had departed from church altogether, and thus the benefits of worship 
had been lost. By rejecting the church out of hand, Emerson sought a direct and 
immediate experience of God. He wanted his own revelation.  

Increasingly, people today agree. In the year 2000, 70% of Americans told Gallup 
pollsters that they belong to a church, synagogue, or mosque. In 2020, 47% of 
Americans said they belong — a 23% decrease in 2 decades. It doesn’t take a statistical 
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genius to figure out that if this precipitous decline continues at the same rate, virtually 
no Americans will belong in 2060 — fewer than 40 years from now. 

In a recent article, the Economist magazine assesses this trend in light of COVID-
19. The headline reads, “The world’s religions face a post-pandemic reckoning.” The 
article begins, “Ask a vicar, a rabbi or an imam about the biggest challenge facing his or 
her congregation, and the need to foster spiritual values in a secular world may leap off 
the tongue. Yet the world’s religions face an equally acute but different sort of problem: 
how to stay in business in the material, competitive sense.” 

The Economist article goes on to point out that economists have long analyzed 
religious groups as if they were businesses. In 1776, Adam Smith argued in his 
influential treatise “The Wealth of Nations” that churches are enterprises, like butchers, 
bakers, and brewers. “In a free and competitive market, where they rely on donations 
and volunteers to make ends meet,” Smith said, “clergy must act with zeal and industry 
to fill their pews. Mergers, acquisitions, and bankruptcies are inevitable.” 

COVID-19 has helped to sort out the winners and losers, the Economist observes. 
Congregations that were catering effectively to the needs of their flocks before the 
pandemic have often thrived, while those that were already struggling have found it ever 
harder to retain their congregations. Some struggling congregations have closed their 
doors permanently, others have merged, and still others have sold off their real estate 
assets to survive. It’s a time of reckoning for religious institutions, the Economist 
concludes. “The virus has certainly made godly institutions take stock of their 
commercial as well as spiritual assets.” 

On the occasion of our 203rd annual meeting as a congregation, I have two 
primary messages I want to convey. The first is that All Souls has never in its history 
been in greater danger than it is today. Make no mistake: there have been numerous 
times over the past two centuries when All Souls found itself in financial or architectural 
peril. Indeed, our first three sanctuaries, variously located in the southern third of 
Manhattan, were eventually abandoned because of shoddy construction or inadequate 
upkeep. But each time the congregation rallied and together found a way to begin again, 
as we have done more recently in renovating this magnificent sanctuary. 

The reason All Souls has never been in greater danger isn’t because of what’s 
happening within our sanctuary or congregation. It’s because of what’s happening 
everywhere else. As the Economist says, we face a different sort of problem than 
religious institutions have faced in the past. Our challenge in years and decades to come 
will be to remain relevant as more and more people reject religion altogether. 

Which brings me to the second message I want to convey. All Souls has never in 
its history faced a greater opportunity then it faces today. We face this opportunity from 
a position of institutional strength — spiritual strength and financial strength, to be 
sure, but also strength of vision and strength of mission. In Adam Smith’s terms, the 
wealth of our congregation lies in our theological freedom to adapt to changing 
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circumstances and our institutional flexibility to make those changes. As a result, I 
believe our best days as a congregation lie ahead of us. 

How so? There is no unbelief, Charles Ives rightly insists. Or as Bob Dylan once 
put it in a song written during his brief dalliance with Christianity, “You gotta serve 
somebody. It may be the devil, or it may be the Lord, but you gotta serve somebody.” In 
order to have an identity as an individual, in order for your life to have meaning and 
your future to have purpose, you must have a frame of reference within which you 
understand your life in relation to everyone and everything else. Even if unconsciously, 
Charles Ives says, the heart lives by faith — faith in a set of commitments that give our 
lives meaning. 

Traditionally, religion has viewed faith as the willingness to believe that sacred 
scripture — the Hebrew Bible, the Christian New Testament, or the Koran, for example 
— is a supernatural revelation from God. This kind of faith was thought to be necessary 
in order to understanding the natural world and human history. As the fourth-century 
church father St. Augustine famously put it, “I believe, therefore I understand.”  

The faith tradition All Souls is part of moves in the opposite direction: not from 
belief to understanding, but from understanding to belief. What I call enlightened faith 
— faith that takes the Enlightenment seriously — never asks us to set aside what we 
know. We take everything we know into account as we decide what to believe. In this 
sense, enlightened faith is a leap of the moral imagination that connects the world as it 
is to the world as it might become. Faith looks at what is and imagines what might be.  

But without something to sustain it, our faith will eventually falter. Faith needs 
support: stories to restore our courage, symbols to remind us of commitments we have 
made, and daily rituals to renew our resolve. We need a community to rally around us 
when we are feeling discouraged and songs to sing when we are full of spirit. We need 
companions to help bear the load. These not only help sustain our faith, they also help 
recreate it at other times and places, and for other people. The theological term for the 
collective supports that sustain and renew faith is religion. It is the collection of forms 
we use to carry faith along from day to day and generation to generation. 

One of the most vocal critics of Emerson’s rejection of religion in his own day was 
Henry Whitney Bellows, who was minister of All Souls from 1839 to 1882. Two decades 
after Emerson’s Divinity School Address (Bellows had been a student there at the time), 
Bellows himself gave an equally momentous address at Harvard. He said that the church 
was not dispensable, as Emerson had argued, but rather was a divine, necessary, and 
permanent institution, like the family and the state.  

In the years following, Bellows imagined a church that could respond to the 
challenge of the Enlightenment. Enlightenment thinkers had rejected the ultimate 
authority of the Bible and the church, embracing human reason and experience in their 
stead. The faith Bellows imagined would respond to this challenge without becoming 
either rigidly dogmatic, like the fire and brimstone preachers of the Great Awakening, or 
completely lifeless, as Emerson had charged.  
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Bellow’s dream was bold and expansive. What he called the National Church of 
America was the old tradition, he said, inspired with new liberty and new motion of life. 
It would allow “the fresh air of intellectual liberty to blow in at the doors, and the 
present lights of science and experience to shine in at the windows.”  

For my part, I’m with Bellows. I want All Souls to think of itself as a national 
congregation inspired with new liberty and new motion of life. By new liberty, Bellows 
meant freedom from bondage to ancient scriptures, outdated doctrines, and outmoded 
practices. By new motion of life, he meant a faith that unifies our experience of all 
aspects of life, including, he said, “science, politics, art, business, pleasure, and this life’s 
legitimate concerns.” 

I agree completely. At All Souls, we begin with what we know, and then we decide 
what to believe — in what purposes to invest our faith. And every aspect of life comes 
into play as we decide how we should live. 

The motion of life in our culture has changed substantially in recent decades, 
however, and we must change the way we think about faith, spirituality, and religion in 
response. Simply put, we need to recognize that our virtual lives have become an 
increasingly important extension of our physical lives. 

In the old days, if you wanted to look something up, you needed to find a library. 
If you wanted to buy something, you needed to go to a store. If you wanted to play a 
game, you needed to open your cupboard and take one out. If you wanted a therapist, 
you needed to find someone with an office and a couch. If you wanted to consult a 
physician, you needed to walk into an examination room. If you wanted to watch a 
football game, you needed to go to a stadium. If you wanted to watch a movie, you 
needed to go to a theater. If you wanted to listen to a concert, you needed to go to a 
concert hall. If you wanted someone else to cook for you, you needed to go to a 
restaurant. If you wanted to be part of a spiritual community, you needed to enter a 
church, or synagogue, or mosque. 

None of those things are true anymore. People can still go to libraries, stores, 
stadiums, concert halls, theaters, and houses of worship. But increasingly, many people 
are choosing not to go — not because they reject the experience itself, but because there 
are other ways to access it. To make the point more directly, over the past two years, we 
estimate that three times as many people have participated in the life of All Souls each 
week as participated before the pandemic. As a congregation and as a spiritual 
community, we are no longer confined by geography. 

Not everyone thinks this new motion of life is a good idea. The Anglican priest 
Tish Harrison Warren wrote an article in last Sunday’s New York Times titled, “Why 
Churches Should Drop Their Online Services.” Her argument boils down to a plea for 
the relevance of Holy Communion as both the symbol and substance of spiritual 
community. Because Anglicans believe the body and blood of Christ have real presence 
in the bread and wine of communion, believers must be physically present to receive the 
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sacraments. Warren argues that religious community can likewise only be constituted 
when people are physically present with each other. 

As Unitarian Universalists, we reject these religious doctrines. It’s true that we 
are physical beings, but the physical elements of our existence are not what make us 
human. As the musician Sting once memorably put it, we are spirits in a material world. 
When we neglect the life of the spirit — what we long for and what we fear, what we 
suffer and what we celebrate, what weighs us down and what gives us hope — we neglect 
almost everything that makes life meaningful and purposeful.  

By the same token, when we extend the vitality of our congregational life to those 
who can’t regularly show up at 80th Street and Lexington Avenue, we acknowledge 
something essential about the new motion of life in the 21st century. We also honor 
something fundamental about spiritual community. Our windows and doors are open in 
ways they have never been before. We have become a national congregation in ways 
Bellows could never have imagined. 

Because of changes in our culture, All Souls faces greater dangers than it has ever 
faced. But we also face greater opportunities. We have been entrusted with the wealth of 
congregations — the theological freedom to adapt our faith and our practice of 
faithfulness to the deep-seated and pervasive spiritual needs of our time.  

There is no unbelief. The spiritual hunger for identity, community, and purpose 
can ultimately be met only by enlightened religion. Our best days lie ahead. 

 
 
 
 

 


