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The Unitarians and Universalists merged together on October 31, 1959.  Perhaps a dry  

topic to some, I took that fact that it is an October UU date of significance as an opportunity to 
increase my understanding of the Church and possibly take a shot at translating the relevance 
of the merger to today.  To explore the spiritual ramifications of the merger and practical ones.  
To open up the conversation about what it might mean for us moving forward. 
 Universalists and Unitarians alike as well as some other liberal Christian, Jewish sects 
were a part of a broader liberal religious movement and council in the early 1900’s. Many, 
many years before the earnest effort to merge took place, both Unitarians and Universalists 
contemplated merging with other partners.  In fact, you will see evidence in our hymnals as 
there are Quaker and Jewish hymns in these along with Muslim songs. 
 Kimberly French wrote in 2009, on the 50th anniversary of the merger, “historians have 
often used the metaphor of a flirtation that lasted 100 years, an engagement in 1959, then 
marriage in 1961 which was the final legal incorporation of the Unitarian Universalist 
Association and the date most often remembered.”  
 There were several distinctions between these two denominations.  Some theological 
and some practical. Both had/have unity as a central tenant.  Universalism, a more theological 
sense of unity.  They dissented traditional Christian thinking about sin and damnation. For them 
fulfillment of the Gospel of Jesus Christ was and is love and that in its highest expression it 
brings universal salvation to everyone.  Everyone.  This tradition was based on reason and 
rationalism. “Ultimate Confidence” “is the hallmark of Universalism, enabling peoples of vastly 
different points of view within the church, come together without demanding creed, cult, 
culture of method. Ultimate confidence that all are welcome.  Hope not despair, unity  not 
alienation or damnation.  That’s the theology of it. 
 The practical side of it was probably even more of a motivator.  Universalists were in the 
rural areas.  Working class, often lay led or circuit riders. There may be one church in a williwag 
town and all had to go to that church. The message was accepted broadly but the infrastructure 
and bearuacy was that of the unitarians.  Who were urban, educated, democratic.  Unitarians 
who organized around principle rather than theology.  Who welcomed the humanists into a 
community or society or fellowship.  And in the end, as fore father Irving Murray writes, “it was 
arithmetic of corporation with a continental vision” that moved the merger forward.   There 
was always a vision of uniting all the liberal religious institutions to advance the democratic 
society for goodness.  It took courage to do so.  

That was basically the polite history of it all. ASD accommodated my request for our part 
in it all by sharing with me resources from the attic. She shared with me, a resource which was 
a w the oral history (which was transcribed) of the players involved in the merger.  Interviews 
asking them about their part in it all. It was interesting and personal. There was no sense of 
theological unification in that document.  Just a business deal of how to get enough people on 
the side of merger.  It really felt like a business deal rather than a meeting of liberal minds to 
shape and institution that would lead us forward.   Multiple trips to meetings, sending out 
ministers to preach hither and yon to get the message out to all parts of the country.  
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Commissions and committees, conferences and conventions.  Lots of effective leadership.  And 
courage to move beyond what was to what would be.   

Those documents felt short on spirit.  Men telling matter of fact accounts. Sprinkled 
with politics and personalities. What I didn’t get from those documents, I got from the oral 
history of the merger or consolidation of the Biddeford Universalist Church and the Saco 
Unitarian Church.  The practicality of decision making.  The hope and optimism.  The 
commitment to the greater good for both communities despite what could have felt like a loss 
of identity.  The courage to focus on the hope of what was yet to come.  

The Unitarian Church in Saco has been dwindling for a while. In fact, if I am not 
mistaken, it was or had been boarded up.  The Universalist Church in Biddeford was doing a bit 
better.  When the two contemplated their own merger, it would have made sense to merge to 
the better attended community.  Except that there was no parking, and difficult stairs AND this 
building could not be sold.  It doesn’t own the land it sits on which makes it impossible to sell. 
Lawyers and politicians were involved in the conversation to sell it and in the early 60s and 
there was no path to making it sellable.  So in consideration of these facts, the Universalists 
gave up their home, sold their property and moved on over.  Taking the proceeds to build the 
parish hall and the connector. 

A quick aside, part of the money was to build a kitchen and the mandate was to not hae 
the men involved in the design.  The women wanted full control and autonomy of designing the 
kitchen to make it functional.  

Once the determination to move over was made, to merge, to join together, to 
consolidate, there was no looking back. Perhaps it is true Maine spirit, but once it was decided 
people rolled up their sleeves and made it happen.  Esther and Evelyn spoke about there being 
any ill will or infighting, just a common effort to building something new.  Together.  To create a 
new community with what was shared and unified spirit that is present in the theology and 
ideology of both streams.  It took courage to let go of what didn’t serve any longer, having no 
real idea about what this new life together would look like. Moving forward in an optimistic 
manner takes courage.  
 Merge, converge, consolidate, integrate, unify, amplify.  In so many instances I have 
heard it said that the English language doesn’t have enough words to fully express a concept.  
An example is that English has one word for love when Hebrew has 8. So perhaps these 6 words 
can begin to capture what happened and is still happening as a result of the coming together of 
Unitarians and Universalists. Afar and afoot.  Religiously liberal, democratically oriented, 
socially focused, theologically open. It is important that we know these roots and messages. So 
that we can help translate them into the languages of today.   

Our covenants and principles tell part of our story. Do those words tell our whole story?  
Do they tell a story that society, outside these four walls, can hear or understand?  Both U’s had 
a history of issuing statements and resolutions about important social concerns. At the national 
assembly levels and at the congregational level.  In 1961 they issued statements on migratory 
workers, that address minimum wage, child labor, health care and education.  They issued 
resolution to do away with mental hospitals, capital punishment, segregation in schools, 
discriminatory housing practices. They proclaimed against communism and in favor of 
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disarmament. What issues are we giving language to right now.  Beyond a flags and banners, 
what language are we using to communicate the values we stand for?   

Other churches, hand out notecards that indicate what candidates align with the values 
of their church. Molecules away from being a breach of issuing an endorsement of a political 
candidate. But/and helping their own following connect the dots between values and their real 
expression. Do we have the courage to do the same? We proclaim welcoming of all, love for all, 
antiracism, social justice, environmental justice.  In today’s language, how do we merge, 
converge, consolidate, integrate, unify, amplify to meet the world in it’s brokenness and in it’s 
hope.  Sharing and fulfilling those messages. 

Hymns are important teachers of theology. They etch their message in our hearts and 
souls in a way that listening to a sermon or reading a book does not. Who hears and/or 
understands the words of our 1993 hymnal besides us?  Don’t get me wrong, there is nothing I 
like more than singing our hymns.  Would a 35 year old, a 25 year old and a 15 year old say the 
same thing?   

I say all of this out loud because I have great optimism! We face many of these same 
challenges.  Our building costs a ton of money to maintain, to heat, to repair regularly. “Be 
patient. YET can’t do it all overnight. Some things take days, months, or years to get right.”  YET 
There is an answer in all of this.  We have some of these same challenges.  But in confidence 
and good company let us invoke the work.  We have figured it out YET.  
 We have had challenges with audio, video, masking, spacing, singing, Zooming. And we 
persist. “This yet finds a way, even when you don’t.  And yet knows you will, when you think  
you wont.” We are YouTubing, and taking on social media. Finding our voice in new languages. 
We are on our way. We haven’t arrived, YET, but we are on our way. 
 Despite my telling of it, the UU history is not boring.  It is a history of great courage.  
Ancient history was a history of a unified God and salvation of all.  More recent history is one of 
self-examination and evolution in order to keep that important concept alive.  Not letting the 
means, or denominational trappings diminish the message took great courage in October of 
1959.  It takes that same courage now. Will you let your courage be kindled?  Can you unfurl 
into the grace of this new beginning we are facing right now? Trusting what you have yet to 
know? Drawing on YOUR courage? 
 
 I invite you to consider 5 ways to cultivate courage. 
 

1. Make fear your friend. You will never be completely without fear, so when you feel fear 
ask it what it has to tell you.  Treat it like a friend or companion with useful information 
to share. 

2. Embrace courage as a mindful response to fear.  Responding thoughtfully to fear will 
build courage.  Rather than giving into anxiety of the unknown, know that you have the 
capacity to respond in a helpful way. 

3. Choose to be bold by simply committing to action. You don’t even have to have an 
answer or the answer.  Commit to be a part of the solution and you will step into your 
future courageously 



Lori Whittemore 
The Courage to Merge 
10.23.22 
 

Page 4 of 4 

4. Be vulnerable.  Sharing your fears and anxieties in community will remind you that you 
are not alone and that there is strength in numbers 

5. Do it for others. Nothing cultivates courage like standing up for and with others in the 
face of difficult times.   
 

 
This religion of ours is needed in the world right now.  In fact, it stands for everything the 
world needs right now.  Let us draw on the history and examples of our foremothers and 
fathers and step into tomorrow with courage.  It has been done before.  And will be done 
YET again. When we choose courage over fear. 
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