We Don’t Do Guilt. Do We?
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A few weeks ago I was talking with a Unitarian Universalist who had been raised, as I was, as a Roman Catholic. We were talking about the similarities and the differences between these two faith traditions and what we got of value from each of them. We had both learned to deeply love “church” no matter which church we belonged to.  Then she said, about Unitarian Universalism, that one of the best things about this faith is that “We don’t do guilt!” On one level I agreed with her and gave a sigh of relief – yes, we do not do the kind of guilt that pushes some people into a box and other people out the door. But then I wondered if it is true. What is guilt? Do Unitarian Universalists do guilt? And if we don’t, is that a good thing or a cause for concern? 


As a former Catholic I look with interest at what changes and what seems to stay the same in the faith of my childhood. For instance, when I was a child I was trained to go to confession every Friday so that my conscience would be free and clear by the time we went to Sunday Mass. And so we would all troop down to the chapel and sit in quiet in the pews and think about what we had done during the week, the little stuff and sometimes the big stuff, and then screw up our courage to walk into that little booth to make our confession. I was one of the “little stuff” kids and worried that I didn’t have enough sins to confess. So, like a lot of other children I made up a few sins and then covered it all with adding “and I lied 3 times” to the list. I was given a few prayers to say as a way of putting me back on the right path and forgiven again for everything, including that little lie. In many ways it was silly – making a child feel guilty for being too good, but it also was good training in reflection on what is important, what can be forgiven, and what and who really forgives. 

I am interested in the new $1.99 Roman Catholic Confession App on the iPhone. I have not seen one myself but my understanding is that the phone owner touches a screen and you are taken through the 10 commandments and asked pertinent questions about how you might or might not, have gone astray from the Catholic teachings. It doesn’t actually give absolution for your sins; you still need to go to a live and in person confessional to do that, but it helps you keep track of where you slipped up. It is a new age version of a little kid trying to remember  “what the heck have I done wrong.”  It is a cyber space way of saying, maybe there is something that you should be feeling guilty about after all! 

That is what “doing guilt” is – instilling in a person, a community, a church, a country, you name it, instilling in them a sense that there is something that our moral code says is wrong and we have just done it. Guilt is our individual and group conscience. Guilt is that internal prod that pushes us back to the road of kindness and righteous living. It is intended to keep us awake at night so that in the morning we can get up the courage to say, as the Night Man in our story said “Lo siento. I am sorry. I will do what you tell me to do.” Without guilt, life would be a scary place. I hope and believe that Unitarian Universalism is a faith that “does guilt” and that it also is a faith that does forgiveness. 


Last week the Pioneer Valley got hit by ice. On Monday morning I went out to get the morning newspaper and my driveway was mushy and easy to walk on. A soft rain was just starting to drizzle. A half an hour later when I took the dog out I was skating on a sheet of ice. It was almost impassable. Just as I was about to toddle my way back down my driveway to the safety of my house a car stopped and a woman rolled down her window and said “There is a woman back down the road at a blue house. She has fallen and is lying in her driveway and waving her arms. She looks hurt. I have a long way to go. I can’t turn back. Can you go help her?”  By the time I got myself back down my driveway to the garage, went back into the house to get my keys and drove down the road, there was nobody lying in the driveway of any of the blue houses. I could only imagine and hope that somebody had gotten there before I did. A short while later I saw an ambulance driving down my street. My guess is that an elderly lady was in the ambulance. 

What was that driver thinking when she stopped me? She had seen someone lying in the road and she kept on going. This was just like the article I read in the paper earlier this winter about the man lying in the road in Northampton and people kept going by. And now the story was in my own neighborhood. Is nobody feeling guilty any more? Are people feeling guilty but not doing anything about it? I hope that the driver who was too busy to stop to help an elderly woman who fell on the ice is staying awake at night wondering what happened and hollering at herself about what she should have done. But even more so I hope that this experience remains, like an iPhone application, prodding her so that she makes a different choice next time.  I hope that she does not think that it was enough to stop her car and ask me to go help.


Sometimes I talk with Dorrie about my ideas for sermons. I told her that I wanted to talk with you today about guilt but I said “I don’t want them to feel guilty!” There is the rub. Who wants to feel guilty or make anyone else feel guilty? I remember when I was a member of the Unitarian Society in Northampton. I was working with a group of people who were dedicated to facing racism and looking closely at how our mostly white congregation had inherited social privileges just by our white skin. We wanted to bring our concerns to the congregation, to share what we were learning and to find some ways of changing our lives so that we would be less complicit in racism. But every time we put together a worship service dedicated to this topic we heard grumblings in the pews. “You are making us feel guilty. We don’t want to hear about this. It is not our fault that we were born with white skin. We are not racists. Don’t make us feel bad.” 

I wondered, were we making them feel guilty or were we opening a door that they would rather keep closed? Does the awareness of White Privilege make those of us who are white have trouble sleeping at night? And is this a good or a bad thing?  Most of us do not want to stop for the lady who has fallen in the driveway if stopping is inconvenient for us; if it keeps us from doing what we want to be doing at the time. Most of us do not want to look closely at all the ways that we have more social privileges than some other people because of our skin color or our sexual orientation or our bank account, our physical abilities or any other difference. We especially do not want to look at these things if it is going to shake up the status quo and keep us from doing what we want to do in our lives. It is understandable that we do not want to be uncomfortable, or feel guilty. But it is not good religion to say “go away. I am busy being myself.” 

Unitarian Universalism is a merger religion. The Unitarians, the ancestors of this congregation, merged with the Universalists, 50 years ago this year. This is our 50th birthday as an Association. The Unitarians had a saying, “Salvation by Character” which meant that we are made whole, in large part, by how we teach ourselves what to do. As a noted Protestant minister once said about Unitarians “They are strong on ethics but weak on theology.” We have a strong tradition from the Unitarian side of our family that says “What you do, not what you shy away from, makes us who we are and has the possibility to save, or at least change, the world.” 

The Universalists on the other hands thought that we human beings were a pretty sorry lot. We make more mistakes than we do what is right. We sin more than we save. But we are blessed with a loving God who loves us too much to toss us out with the bathwater. Universalism is founded on the belief in Universal Salvation – somehow, by the Grace of God. The belief in an endless source of forgiveness comes to our religious tradition from the Universalists. 


So it is not true then that Unitarian Universalist do not “do guilt.” We know that we are guilty of not doing what it is that we know we should be doing. And when we are brave enough to acknowledge our wrong headedness we gather together and say “We forgive ourselves, and each other; we begin again in love.” Unitarian Universalism does not have a confessional but we do confess that we are human, we fail more often than not, and on our best days we are not too afraid to say “Lo siento. I am sorry. I will do what you tell me to do.” 

Unitarian Universalists “do guilt.” Not the kind of guilt that hurts the soul but the kind of guilt that keeps you awake and helps you take that guilt and change your life. What I hope we do not do is shame. Guilt is an indicator of a healthy and wholesome conscience. Guilt says I, or we, have done something wrong; shame says there is something wrong with me. Guilt is what you hope to feel when you are tempted to look over at your classmate’s paper during a test. Shame is when you do look over and you are publically humiliated by your teacher, put in the corner with a dunce cap, and walk home from school knowing that you are intrinsically bad.  I hope and pray that Unitarian Universalists do not do shame. I hope and pray that we have our own La Anciana who says “To take the lemons was wrong. Perhaps he had a need.”


Guilt and forgiveness belong together. Ethics is what we are called to do when we see injustice happening, even when it is we who are participating in the wrong doing. Theology is our understanding and celebration of who or what holds us up, keeps us going and helps us to make amends. A religion that is worth its salt, and that will teach our children well, is one that is strong both on ethics and theology. Yes we do guilt. No we do not do shame. Yes we are trying to build character. And yes, we believe, that there is an endless source of love and forgiveness. We begin again in love.
Source: Under the Lemon Moon by Edith Hope Fine
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