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Witnessing to Our Larger Faith 

UUAC – June 2, 2013 – Laura Randall 

 

I could share a great deal about why I love General Assembly.  

I could tell you about new friends made there, the moving sense of kinship when 

thousands of Unitarian Universalist participate in social action together, the challenging 

conversations that make me reexamine my assumptions.  

All of these have been life changing and faith sustaining events for me but I want to tell 

you about my absolute favorite thing about General Assembly. 

The plenary sessions. 

I’m not kidding.  

The 5
th

 principle of Unitarian Universalism states that Unitarian Universalist 

congregations affirm and promote the right of conscience and the use of the democratic process 

within our congregations and in society at large. 

The democratic process. We talk a lot about it in our country and in most conversations, I 

hear a not insignificant amount of cynicism about that process.  

For me, General Assembly was the first place I saw the democratic process in action on a 

large scale that actually seems to be working. Here was a process where delegates from 

congregations from all over the country had the opportunity to voice opinions, propose 

amendments, challenge rules, promote dissent and then vote in a civilized and orderly way to 

direct the course of Unitarian Universalism as a denomination.  
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It is essentially an annual meeting with thousands of participants AND IT WORKS. 

Now, there are plenty of people who attend General Assembly who never attend the 

plenary sessions and I understand.  

There are workshops, break-out sessions, and protests to attend. Plenary sessions can lack 

some pizzazz in comparison. 

But I want to share a quick experience I had in a plenary session before I go.  

A few years ago, the Unitarian Universalist Association started an off-site delegate 

program where delegates could attend General Assembly and vote in the Plenary Sessions 

digitally.  

The delegates stream the live video feed of General Assembly, they participate in a giant 

conference call and when the Moderator recognizes an off-site delegate, thereby giving them the 

floor to speak on a topic being discussed, their voice is piped through the entire plenary hall 

while the giant screens up front display a map with a pin indicating where the speaker is calling 

from.  

It’s the coolest thing.  

For the last two years, I have been the teller for these off-site delegates. Being the teller 

means I am on the call with them, answering their questions and getting them in that virtual 

queue to speak on the issues, right along with the delegates attending in person. 

The first General Assembly I ever attended was also the first year this program was 

launched.  

It was the last plenary session on the last day of General Assembly and the staff was 

feeling it.  



3 
 

3 
 

The delegates were apparently feeling it as well, because the Moderator asked for a short 

break in the debate. It’s customary to sing a few hymns during a plenary break. And hundreds of 

delegates in the hall began singing “Spirit of Life.”  

On my computer screen, I saw a flashing light next to an off-site delegate’s name, 

indicating that she had a question. I’ll call her Thelma for this story.  

Thelma had been attending General Assembly every year since the Unitarian and 

Universalist denominations merged in 1961. While she admitted that technology wasn’t her 

strong suit, she eagerly learned how to be an off-site delegate because that role was so important 

to her even as her failing health made traveling more and more difficult.  

  I opened the line between us and asked how I could help her. Thelma didn’t answer. I 

said her name a few more times with no response. I sighed, thinking she had accidently hit the 

button and then walked away from her computer.  

This had happened several other times that day. 

 I was about to close the line when I heard something. I turned the volume up on my 

headset as loud as it would go. 

Very softly, in a thready yet sweet voice, I could hear Thelma singing “Spirit of Life.”  

There she was singing alone in her house yet not alone at all. She was singing with the 

rest of the delegates. She was singing with the community she had been singing with for 50 

years, despite the hundreds of miles separating us. 

This story, for me, encapsulates what is so special about General Assembly. It brings us 

into community with thousands of other Unitarian Universalists from across the country and 

around the world and then, somehow, keeps us together in that community after it is over.  

And I can’t wait to hear Thelma singing over the phone again this year. 
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Witnesses to our Larger Faith 2 – Maureen Gormley 

 

I’ve had the distinct pleasure of attending General Assembly 2 times….both times 

while on staff to share in giving workshops about our church growth…the Unitarian 

Universalist Association had granted our church the status of what is called a 

Breakthrough Congregation, and that in itself was exciting. 

 

Much in the same way that my trip to New Orleans or to Boston with Coming of Age 

along with members of this congregation has allowed me the unique opportunity to 

step outside the doors of this community and experience and grow in our faith 

together…. Often with a big dose of laughter mixed in…  

my time at General Assembly with other members of this church also allowed me to 

experience each of them more fully while we each ventured into the larger world of 

Unitarian Universalism…..hiking with Dwight in the mountains around Salt Lake or 

eating breakfast in Hell’s Kitchen with Kate, Laura, and Gage while discussing how 

our hearts and minds were shifting and growing from our time there.. 

these are cherished and fine memories for me. 

 

But let me also highlight, almost stream of consciousness…about what I remember 

from my times at General Assembly…and let your mind stream along with me, 

relaxed and enjoying whichever of these feel relevant to you…. 

 

I remember attending a talk given by Ibrahim Abdurrahm Farrajaje …  the current 

Provost and a professor at Starr King School of the Ministry…  I don’t even 

remember now the title …but it was THE most beautiful yet scholarly weaving of the 

threads of time and existence to demonstrate the ways that we are all one and very 

much connected..  his son led into the talk by playing what felt like ancient music on 

an instrument foreign to me but which so spoke to my heart that I started cry….and 
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the rest was just heart and mind and soul opening from there…  just imagine the 

discussion I had after with friends that were there with me… 

 

And I also remember stepping into the back of the room at a very full plenary 

session  - those are interesting in and of themselves, by the way, involving myself 

in the important business and initiatives of our association --- 

But standing there in the back of the room beside me were two men with t shirts 

with slogans that could best be described as Unitarian Universalist evangelism.   

I struck up a conversation with them and asked about their t shirts. And they told 

me in so many words…the safety, love, and strength of our faith was life saving for 

them.  

One said --- if I had only known about this faith when I was a teen, I would have not 

spent so many years feeling like I was bad and wrong somehow…. 

 

And I also remember singing in the General Assembly choir!   There is nothing like 

raising your voice in song together with people from all over the country gathered in 

the name of this important faith we share…..  AND we got to sing at the closing 

worship service with a huge crowd uplifted by the time we’d spent together…. 

These are only a few of my sweet memories of my time there..and 

Every year since I attended my last general assembly I admit to trying to figure a 

way that I can fit it in…to make it back there.  Next year, it’s in Rhode Island – 

maybe then will be my next chance….  I hope you’ll join me. 
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