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Because I am a Unitarian Universalist minister I often get asked what is so special about Unitarian Universalism.  I like that question because I have many different and wonderful answers to it.  One of my most favorite answers is that we save lives.  You might think that is hyperbole that I am exaggerating the importance of this small movement.  And we are so small that we often don’t get included in statistics about america’s religious life. 

But I do not think it is hyperbole.  The story I told in the Time for all Ages reminds us that laws and values that prevent same gender marriages may seem as silly as outlawing jelly beans to us because they seem so backward but the negative impact of those values and laws is huge.  Real people are hurt by those laws, and their families and children are hurt.  Everyday Bisexual, Gay, transgender, queer individuals commit suicide because they have not found their world to be welcoming of them.  We are changing that, maybe not fast enough but we are part of the solution. 

Often when folks, who are searching, find a UU congregation there is a sense of relief - at last a place I can be myself, a place where I can be with others while I am on my spiritual search.  But when someone who identifies as LGBTQ finds us I often hear something along the lines of “I am so glad I wandered in This place saved my life.  I thought every religion hated me, I thought every religious person hated me, I thought God hated me, I hated me.  Then I came here and I heard something different. 

Our ability to be a welcoming denomination comes out of our long history of positive sexuality education.  Currently we have a human sexuality curriculum, Our Whole Lives, fondly known as OWL.  In this congregation every other year we offer a full year of sexuality education to our junior high youth.  This curriculum was first published around the year 2000. 

"OWL provides Honest, accurate information about sexuality. It dismantles stereotypes and assumptions, builds self-acceptance and self-esteem, fosters healthy relationships, improves decision making, and has the potential to save lives.  

Interactive workshops and lessons engage participants, while step-by-step instructions for program planners and facilitators help ensure success. Six curricula speak to participants' needs, by age group: 

grades K-1 

grades 4-6 

grades 7-9 

grades 10-12 

young adults 

adults  

Our Whole Lives helps participants make informed and responsible decisions about their sexual health and behavior. With a holistic approach, OWL provides accurate, developmentally appropriate information about a range of topics, including relationships, gender identity, sexual orientation, sexual health, and cultural influences on sexuality.” http://www.uua.org/re/owl 

Think back to how or where you received your education about sexuality - I don’t know about you but mine was not an “OWL” experience. 

But there was something before OWL 

  About Your Sexuality our precursor to Our Whole Lives was published in 1971 - 45 years ago.  Some of you might have taught AYS some of you might have taken AYS.  Some of you may remember how controversial this was.  Our reading this morning told not only of how it changed one man’s life but also how it came to be.  And do not forget it was controversial 

From Sex, Youth, and Sex Education: A Reference Handbook By David Campos 

"In 1970 sex education was under continued to attack. Gordon Drake of the Christian Crusade, the John Birch society through MOTOREDE - movement to restore decency, and a host of other organizations -MOMS, mothers organized for moral stability, PAUSE parents against unconstitutional sex education, POSSE parents opposed to sex and sensitivity education, POSE   parents opposed to sex education, ACRE associated citizens for responsible education, CHIDE committee to halt indoctrinaization and demoralization in education-denounced sex education in the schools. In 1969 Drake authored "is the schoolhouse the proper place to teach raw sex” (Fulton 1970m 263) several prominent individuals and some of the largest US corporations as well as the United Nations were involved in the sex education plot”  many of these organizations believe that sex education was a communist plot to destroy the American moral fiber they believed that sex education was illegal, unconstitutional, anti-Christian, and anti-God.”  (Sex, Youth, and Sex Education: A Reference Handbook By David Campos p 91 https://books.google.com/books?id=FKmVUwbUlGgC&pg=PA91&lpg=PA91&dq=sexuality+education+1970s&source=bl&ots=a3R8pn5dzG&sig=RgRfE0PejKwKATWQDMyvfPpK3X0&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwijmLGIpPDKAhVIOD4KHTiaCkQQ6AEIKTAB#v=onepage&q=sexuality%20education%201970s&f=false 

We were early to the field of sex ed and church.  But it was not without controversy.   

AYS was a sexuality curriculum written within the UU educational philosophy at the time.  We believed then as we do now that Sunday School education should be child centered and should encourage children to make their own decisions, giving them the information they need to do that.  AT a time when most sex ed was simply about the “plumbing” as my dad used to say.  AYS went further it covered Birth Control, Femininity and Masculinity, Love Making, Making Out, Male and Female Anatomy, Masturbation, Same-Sex Relationships, Conception and Childbirth, and Sexually transmitted Diseases.  Like many of the UU curriculum of that time it came with filmstrips - back then that was the media we had.  And the filmstrips had pictures of actual people engaged in sex. 

In part because of those filmstrips, and in part because of wise leadership in the UUA AYS had trainings for parents, for teachers for congregations. A congregation could not purchase the curriculum unless its teachers received the training.   And still there were churches that would not use AYS, or some would use the curriculum but not the filmstrips.  The rational for the filmstrips was that young people had easy access to pornography so it was important to give them visual material that was more accurate. 

But the filmstrips caused controversy - 'in response to a petition from 514 citizens who had read about the curriculum in the Milwaukee Journal, the District Attorney of Waukesha County, Wisconsin, asked to preview About Your Sexuality before the congregation in Brookfield began teaching it (“Wisc. D.A.”). Concerned that the curriculum violated Wisconsin obscenity statues, the District Attorney threatened prosecution if the congregation did not turn the curriculum over to his office for review (“A Church”). The congregation refused, and won a Federal injunction to block the District Attorney’s actions (“Unitarian Church Wins”). The case eventually was heard by the United States Supreme Court, which upheld the federal judge’s ruling that the congregation had a right to teach About Your Sexuality. The court case received coverage by papers nationwide, including The New York Times.’ http://www.test.uucollegium.org/Research%20papers/10paper_Millspaugh.pdf 

OWL also has images, now available on a DVD - we gave up filmstrips a long time ago.  Here is a funny detail.  The image on the front of your OOS is one of the OWL  images.  There are many images of many kinds of people doing many different sexual acts.  Youth react differently to different pictures.  But without fail that is the photo that the largest number of youth go “Ohh Yuck!!”  I suspect that the adult leaders are thinking something like - “I should be so lucky" 

In preparation for this sermon I spoke with Rev. Makanah Morris who was at one point in her career the head of the UUAs religious education department.  She followed Gene and oversaw the beginning of the creation of OWL. She had many stories about AYS and OWL and the work that it took to get them accepted.   

60 minutes did an expose on AYS.  Originally the UUA had offered to have a male professor who taught in the area of human sexuality for the interview.  But 60 minutes did not like him.  Makanah got the sense that 60 minutes wanted to interview someone who wold be easy to manipulate.  Eventually the UUA suggested Bobbie Nelson, a DRE from Massachusetts who had worked with the development of our sexuality education.  60 minutes agreed to her.  Brian Gumbolt, as the story goes, barely got a word in edgewise.  When the interview was over he said “Well that wasn’t so bad was it?”  To which Bobby shook her finger at him and said “You should be ashamed of what you just did.”   I think maybe 60 minutes expected some sweet little church lady - they did not know how fierce our DREs can be in helping to raise up our children. 60 minutes sexism did not serve them well that day. 

When Gene Navias was at the end of his career as head of the Education Department of the UUA he was at a conference in Florida where he had a conversation with Faith Johnson his counterpart in the United Church of Christ.  They agreed that AYS needed to be updated and that it would be a wonderful thing for the two denominations to collaborate  and  so the process for writing OWL was started.  Gene did  not see that through - he retired from ministry but he did get the ball started. 

Makanah told that time and time again she had heard stories of youth who got to college and became the unofficial peer counselors og fellow sstudents about sexuality.  They could provide accurate information and for some women who experienced date rape they might not have been able to identify it without that information 

UUA knew that AYS and OWL would help our kids but the ripple effect is amazing.  Makanah heard from kids who had been able to help other non-UU kids understand themselves and their sexuality better.  She heard stories of UU kids helping other kids who were not in loving and supportive environments not commit suicide.  She heard about UU youth helping other youth  get accurate information about birth control. 

When I worked as a Director of Religious Education one of our senior high students reported that she was the go to person at her public high school when other students had questions about sex and sexuality and that was because she took OWL.  And I know that this has continued in her college career also.  And so the ripple effect continues. 

What becaome really apparent to Makanah Morris is that OWL saves lives.  Birth control AYS and OWL have prevented many many unwanted pregnancies.  And now OWL is being updated again and we are working with our youth and our adults to educate about LBGTQ issues, to educate about affirmative consent.   

When we collaborated with the UCC on OWL  Faith Johnson from UCC went to the  FORD foundation and got 250,000 dollars in funding, the reason Ford was interested in funding OWL is that they got that funding sex ed was a way to prevent sexual abuse  

Here is the thing - we have been doing this a long time 45 years.  We UUs have been talking about sex for awhile.  But not simply because it is a topic that intrigues us but because we know that we can and do change peoples lives, we save lives, we make this a better world.  We started talking about sex and educating about sex in 1971, we went on a created the OWL curriculum.  When AIDS activism started we were there - The Holly Near Song that we now sing as our hymn “We are an angry Gentle People” is likely the first hymn published in an american church hymnal that used the word gay, meaning homosexual, not meaning happy.  We could do that because we did all this education.  We knew that sex and sexuality are important parts of each human being.  When the movement for marriage equality came to the forefront of the American culture and as a issue of justice we could respond with the “Standing on the Side of Love”  We were already there standing, singing, chanting, demanding, voting welcoming.  We could not have done that if it were not for AYS, if it were not for OWL, if it were not for our Religious educators. 

During My uncle Gene’s career we went from being a denomination where being Gay was death to your career if you are a minister to being a denomination that is on the forefront of this civil rights issue. 

About Your Sexuality came about because Gene Navias listened to our educators who said help we need a curriculum.  And those educators were listening to parents who were saying help we need support with our children.  It was not the Board of Trustees of the UUA that produced these groundbreaking curricula.  And OWL came to be because it was clear that AYS needed a major overhaul.  These curricula, these live changing life saving curricula came to be because of Religious Educators. 

Justice work is a long game.  Educators get this.  If you want to change this world start with the children.   

In a world without end may this be so. 

