
Correspondence and Statements: UUA and Boy Scouts of America (BSA) 

Included in this document are a series of letters and statements concerning Religion in Life for 
Boy Scouts, which is the UUA’s religious recognition program for Unitarian Universalists who 
are Boy Scouts. Religious recognition programs are developed and authorized by a scout’s 
religious group or denomination. The award that follows completion of the program is typically 
given during a ceremony and worn on the Boy Scout uniform.  

1. August 7, 1985: Letter from Rev. William F. Schulz to the Editor, New York Times 
 

2. May 7, 1998: Letter from Lawrence Ray Smith, Ph.D. to Jennifer Harrison concerning the 
Religion in Life Award 
Dr. Smith is Chair of the Religious Relationships Committee at the BSA. 
Ms. Harrison was Director of Youth Programs at the UUA. 
  

3. September 30, 1998: Letter from Rev. John Buehrens to Dr. Lawrence Ray Smith 
Rev. Buehrens was President of the UUA from 1993-2001. 
  

4. October 19, 1998: Response from Dr. Lawrence Ray Smith to Rev. John Buehrens 
  

5. February 22, 1999: Summary of communication between Rev. Cynthia Breen, Rev. Keith 
Kron, and Thomas Deimler 
Rev. Breen and Rev. Kron are members of the UUA staff. 
Mr. Deimler is a member of the Religious Relationships Committee at the BSA. 
  

6. February 26, 1999: Summary of communication between Thomas Deimler and Rev. 
Cynthia Breen 
  

7. April 28, 1999: Open letter from Rev. John Buehrens 
  

8. May 7, 1999: Letter from Dr. Lawrence Ray Smith to Rev. John Buehrens 
  

9. May 18, 1999: Open letter from Rev. John A. Buehrens 

  



1. August 2, 1985: Rev. William F. Schulz to the Editor, New York Times 

The New York Times 
Letters to the Editor 
229 West 43rd Street 
New York, NY 10036 

Dear Editor: 

The Boy Scouts of America (BSA), one of our finest civic organizations, has recently 
entangled itself in theological controversy. Paul Trout, an outstanding 15-year-old Scout 
from West Virginia, has been denied Life rank and expelled from the Scouts because he 
cannot affirm God as a "Supreme Being." Raul Chavez, Communications Director of the BSA, 
claimed on the July 30 Phil Donahue Show that belief in God as a "Supreme Being" is 
common to all religions and therefore to require that belief as a prerequisite to Scout 
membership does not violate the non-sectarian nature of the organization. Unfortunately 
for Mr. Chavez, theological knots are far more intricate than the knots with which the 
Scouts are used to dealing. 

The Scout Oath requires that a Scout do his duty "to God and country," never mind that 
those two duties may often be in conflict with one another. Should the BSA wish to require 
of its members a belief in some kind of God it surely may do so but, if it does, it ought to (1) 
make that requirement explicitly clear to prospective Scouts and (2) recognize that it is 
thereby establishing a "religious test" for membership and excluding a whole host of young 
people, including some Unitarian Universalists, who consider themselves religious people 
but who do not speak of their faith and spirituality in terms of God. Such a religious test also 
raises questions as to whether the Scouts ought to receive government funds or utilize 
government properties. 

More to the point with regard to Paul Trout, however, is that, though he is willing to speak 
of "God," he does not conceive of God as a "Supreme Being." In this respect he is, contrary 
to Mr. Chavez's reading of religious history, in exceptionally good company. Not only do 
most Eastern religions have far less hierarchical notions of deity than the Scouts do but 
even the Christian tradition, particularly in its more mystical manifestations, offers 
considerable support for Mr. Trout's wariness of God's "supremacy." It is ironic that Paul 
Tillich, arguably the greatest Christian theologian of this century, could not be a Boy Scout 
for he understood God as the "ground of all Being," exactly opposite to a "supreme Being." 
And even Jesus might have difficulty qualifying if he held to his opinion that "the Kingdom of 
God is within you!" Indeed, much of contemporary theology, influenced in large measure by 
feminist spirituality, has long since abandoned the notion of God as "above" or "beyond" 
Creation, greater than all that is. 

But then why should Mr. Chavez be expected to know that? His business is not theology but 
the development of leadership in young people. That is of course the very point. Let the 



Scouts stick to what they do best and let them heed the words of a great believer: "God is 
not what you imagine," said Augustine of Hippo, "or what you think you understand. For if 
you understand, you have failed." 

Sincerely, 
The Rev. William F. Schulz, D.Min. 
President Unitarian Universalist Association 
Boston, MA 

Schulz letter © 1985, Unitarian Universalist Association. 

2. May 7, 1998: Letter from Lawrence Ray Smith, Ph.D., to Jennifer Harrison 
Concerning the Religion in Life Award 

Ms. Jennifer Harrison 
Director, Youth Programs 
Unitarian Universalist Association 
25 Beacon Street 
Boston, MA 02108-2800 

Re: Religion in Life 

Dear Ms. Harrison: 

As you know, the Religious Relationships Committee is responsible for reviewing the 
content of the religious award manuals of the various religious organizations to ensure 
adherence to Boy Scouts policies. It has come to our attention that the Unitarian 
Universalist Association (UUA) apparently has been recommending a version of the Religion 
in Life manual which was never submitted to or approved by the Committee for use in 
obtaining the Unitarian religious award in the Boy Scouting and Exploring programs. 

This version of Religion in Life contains several statements which are inconsistent with 
Scouting’s values. Boy Scouts is not a “secular organization” as stated in Religion in Life; Boy 
Scouts is an ecumenical organization which requires belief in God and acknowledgement of 
duty to God by its members. The reference to the “trouble” some Unitarians Universalists 
may have regarding the duty to God inappropriately incorporates doubt in an award 
process that is designed to forge a stronger link between a youth’s Scouting values and 
religious life. 

We note with considerable dismay that this version of Religion in Life also includes an 
official expression of disapproval of Boy Scouts’ membership policies relating to known or 
avowed homosexuals. The Committee believes that this expression of disapproval has no 
place in a Boy Scouting/Exploring youth religious award manual. 



The current version of Religion in Life does not adhere to Scouting policies and is 
inappropriate for distribution to Scouting youth in connection with the administration of 
the Religion in Life religious award. Until such time as the UUA materials can be redrafted to 
a form acceptable to the Committee, youth may not be awarded a Unitarian Universalist 
religious emblems in Scouting or wear the emblem on a Scout uniform. This includes the 
Love and Help emblem as well. 

Sincerely, 

Lawrence Ray Smith, Ph.D 
Chair, Religious Relationships Committee 
Boy Scouts of America 

3. September 30, 1998: Letter from Rev. John Buehrens to Dr. Lawrence Ray 
Smith Concerning the Religion in Life Award 

Lawrence Ray Smith, Ph.D. 
Chair, Religious Relationship Committee 
Boy Scouts of America 
522 East Lane 
Kerrville, TX 78028 

Dear Dr. Smith: 

Yesterday we had a very good meeting with Tom Deimler, Director of the Relationship 
Division of the Boy Scouts of America (BSA), and with Mike Healy, an active Unitarian 
Universalist who also serves as area president for the BSA in the Northeast region. We 
agreed on two steps that taken together would allow the Unitarian Universalist Association 
(UUA) and the BSA to resume an appropriate relationship. 

For our part, the UUA will publish a new, revised edition of the Religion in Life manual. 
While continuing to assert as a matter of religious principle our belief in the worth and 
dignity of every person—regardless of race or creed, gender or sexual orientation, ability or 
disability—the revised manual will be written so as not to offend the BSA in any way. 

Authors of the new edition will be the Rev. Keith Kron of our Faith in Action Department 
and the Rev. Cynthia Breen, UUA Director of Religious Education, both of whom were 
present at the meeting. Where we feel it necessary to help Scouts working on the award or 
Scout leaders acting as advisors to more fully explore Unitarian Universalist under-standings 
of ‘duty to God’ or current BSA policies, the new edition will simply reference other helpful 
publications available from our Youth Office. This will avoid including in a manual for a BSA 
award material which the BSA finds inappropriate. 



In return, I ask that the Religious Relationships Committee invite a Unitarian Universalist 
representative to join the Committee. We think it appropriate, given our willingness to 
resolve this dispute over the Religion in Life manual, to be invited “inside the tent,” as it 
were. There we hope to join other religious groups in a spirit of inter-faith cooperation, 
helping the BSA to meet constructively the varied challenges of diversity. 

Since I would like to convey word of both these steps to the UUA Board of Trustees when 
they meet in Boston on October 24, it would be helpful if you could respond to me promptly 
following the meeting of your committee on October 13. Obviously, we would also like to 
see the Religion in Life award re-instated to official BSA recognition, and to convey to 
concerned Scouts and others news of this agreement in a timely fashion. 

As we discussed with Mr. Deimler and Mr. Healy, there have been some regrettable mis-
understandings in the past both about some BSA terms and procedures and about the 
UUA’s intentions. We do, however, desire to have a constructive relationship in which each 
organization can be true to its own sense of mission. 

I trust that you and the Committee will accept this letter as it is intended—in a spirit of 
reconciliation and in the hope for relational renewal. Please recognize that we need in 
return a communication from you that will both welcome us to the Committee table and 
hold out hope for official reinstatement of the award once the new manual is published. 

It would be good to have a letter from you that can be released soon along with mine. 

Yours in hope, 
/sig/ 
John A. Buehrens 
President 

cc. Tom Deimler 
Mike Healy 

4. October 19, 1998: Letter from Dr. Lawrence Ray Smith to Rev. John Buehrens 
concerning the Religion in Life Award 

Dear Rev. Buehrens: 

Thank you for your letter dated September 30, 1998, which I received on October 10, 1998. 
I’m pleased to learn that you had a very good meeting on September 29, 1998, with Tom 
Deimler, Director of the Relationships Division of the Boy Scouts of America (BSA) and Mike 
Healy, active Unitarian Universalist and Area President for the BSA in the Northeast Region. 



Regarding the manual for the Religion in Life and the Love and Help Awards, I’m glad that 
there is a mutual agreement to offer a revision acceptable to both of us. Let’s move quickly 
to resolve this. 

As chair of the National Religious Relationships Committee of the Boy Scouts of America, I 
am asking our Relationships Division Director, Tom Deimler, to work with the already 
designated members of your staff as the new editions of the booklets are developed. The 
material would then be reviewed by our Religious Relationships Committee. As you are 
aware, our concern is whether the revised material will be consistent with Scouting’s values 
and appropriate for use by Scouts. If it is, we would authorize the awards for use by Scouts 
and for display on Scout uniforms. At that point we can discuss the other matters in your 
letter. 

Sincerely yours, 

Lawrence Ray Smith, Ph.D., Chairman 
Religious Relationships Committee 

5. February 22, 1999: Summary of Communication Between Rev. Cynthia Breen, 
Rev. Keith Kron, and Thomas Deimler 

The Unitarian Universalist Association (UUA) has persisted with every reasonable effort to 
persuade the Boy Scouts of America (BSA) to reinstate official recognition of the Religion in 
Life award for Boy Scouts and Explorers, as well as the Love and Help award for Cub Scouts. 

A complete revision of the Religion in Life manual has been prepared by the Rev. Cynthia 
Breen and the Rev. Keith Kron of the UUA staff. The revision is designed to respond to 
expressed BSA concerns, while maintaining a clear articulation of Unitarian Universalist (UU) 
principles. The manual is used for religious education and coming of age programs as well as 
by Scouts. UUA President John Buehrens has written the foreword to the new 4th edition. 

The revision was submitted to the Religious Relationships Committee of the BSA in time for 
their meeting on Feb. 11th. The response from the BSA indicated a desire for some further 
revisions. On Feb. 18th, Breen and Kron sent a "final revision" to Thomas Deimler of the 
Religious Relationships Committee. They wrote, "We trust that the newly formed sub-
committee assigned to review our situation will give this prompt attention." 

A reply from the BSA has been requested by March 1, 1999, so that the new edition can be 
printed before General Assembly. 

On February 26, 1999, Thomas Deimler, head of the Scouts Religious Relationships division, 
contacted Rev. Cynthia Breen today, and indicated that his managers and the ad hoc 
committee looking at the UUA's boy scout manual revisions needed additional time to 
review the UUA's material and gather feedback. 



6.  February 26, 1999: Summary of Correspondence Between Rev. Cynthia Breen, 
Rev. Keith Kron, and Thomas Deimler 

Thomas Deimler, head of the Scouts Religious Relationships division, contacted Rev. Cynthia 
Breen today, and indicated that his managers and the ad hoc committee looking at the 
Unitarian Universalist Association's (UUA) Boy Scout manual revisions needed additional 
time to review the UUA's material and gather feedback. 

7. April 28, 1999: Open Letter from Rev. John Buehrens   

Dear Friends: 

As you know, the Unitarian Universalist Association (UUA) has been involved in discussions 
with the Boy Scouts of America (BSA) regarding the status of our Religion in Life award. In 
May, 1998, the BSA informed us that, due to certain language in the Religion in Life manual, 
we could not award the Religion in Life emblem to our scouts. We strongly protested this 
decision. It pleases me to tell you that this conflict has been resolved: the UUA has revised 
its Religion in Life manual to the satisfaction of the BSA without abandoning the UU values 
at its core. I want to share with you a portion of the letter dated April 23 which I received 
from Thomas Deimler, Director of the Relationships Division of the Boy Scouts of America. 
The letter reads, in part: 

"Many thanks for your early response to matters concerning the revision of the Religion in 
Life booklet. . . I am very happy to report that the committee has unanimously expressed 
their endorsement of this new material. They are most complimentary of the willingness of 
you and your staff to work closely with us in this endeavor. Thus the Boy Scouts of America 
now reauthorizes the awarding of the Religion in Life emblem [by the UUA] to Scouts and 
the wearing of that emblem on a Scout uniform. . . . . Best wishes to you." 

The UUA will now begin discussions with the Boy Scouts about possible service on the BSA 
Religious Relationships Committee. We would like to do this for three reasons. 

First, many of the values of scouting are congruent with our UU principles. I myself became 
a Life Scout, and other UU ministers are Eagle Scouts. Scouting has played a significant role 
in the lives of many young UUs, no small number of whom are members of scout troops 
sponsored by their own UU congregations. 

Second, the BSA bylaws contain a statement about the nature of God which many good 
people in many traditions would find impossible to accept. The BSA is already being 
challenged on issues of religious discrimination. The American Civil Liberties Union has sued 
the public schools of Chicago, for example, over sponsoring Scout units which require a 
particular form of religious belief. If the BSA is going to adapt successfully to the religious 
pluralism of the 21st century, they will need counsel from groups like the UUA—not just 
from religious conservatives. 



Third, we believe that the BSA can and should adopt new policies with regard to volunteers, 
to membership and to homophobia. Along with many UUs involved in Scouting, it is our 
position that local parents, Scout Councils, and troop sponsors should assume a great role in 
volunteer and membership issues. Discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation should 
not be allowed to continue as a national policy of the BSA. It will ruin the organization, 
costing them the support of millions of people, of foundations, and of the United Way in 
many areas. 

Congregations and denominations that oppose homosexuality may have some right to 
influence the selection of leaders in troops which serve their own youth, but they should 
not prevent congregations and denominations like the UUA and the United Church of Christ 
(UCC) from conducting themselves in a way that represents our own religious values. For us, 
this will include an emphasis on comprehensive sexuality education and efforts to reduce 
homophobia. 

The new edition of Religion in Life will be available from the UUA Bookstore this summer. 
Along with each copy, the Association will separately provide a letter from me, along with 
resources appropriate to dealing with issues of homophobia and religious discrimination. 

It is still not clear to me that the BSA can be redirected from patterns that in the long run 
will be institutionally self-destructive. I am very pleased, however, that we have been able 
to resolve any implication that they wish to practice an added discrimination toward 
Unitarian Universalists simply because we support the belief that it is not homosexuality but 
homophobia which is a sin. 

Yours faithfully, 
John A. Buehrens 

8. May 7, 1999: Response from Dr. Lawrence Ray Smith to Rev. John Buehrens 

Lawrence Ray Smith, Chairman 
Religious Relationships Committee 
Boy Scouts of America 

Dear Dr. Buehrens: 

It has come to our attention that you have posted on the Unitarian Universalist Association 
(UUA) web site a letter of April 28, 1999, in which you state that the UUA has revised its 
"Religion in Life" manual to the satisfaction of the Boy Scouts of America, referring to a 
letter of April 23 from Thomas Deimler of the Boy Scouts of America (BSA). 

Your letter goes on to say the following: "The new edition of Religion in Life will be available 
from the UUA Bookstore this summer. Along with each copy, the Association will separately 
provide a letter from me, along with resources appropriate to dealing with issues of 



homophobia and religious discrimination." Unfortunately, this simply reopens the entire 
issue of using boys as a venue to air your differences with the policies of the Boy Scouts of 
America. 

These circumstances were not contemplated when Mr. Deimler wrote his letter. Therefore, 
Boy Scouts of America is not in a position to authorize the awarding of the Religion in Life 
emblem to Scouts and the wearing of that emblem on a Scout uniform. 

Sincerely yours, 
Lawrence Ray Smith, Chairman 
Religious Relationships Committee 

9.  May 18, 1999: Open Letter from Rev. John A. Buehrens 

What has happened to Boy Scout honor? 

The Boy Scouts of America have sent the Unitarian Universalist Association (UUA) yet 
another letter. This one rescinds the decision to reinstate Boy Scouts of America (BSA) 
recognition of our Religion and Life Award for UU scouts. Moreover, they have taken the 
initiative to contact the press on the matter. Both steps seem to me astonishing. I have tried 
consistently to be cooperative with the BSA, while staying true to Unitarian Universalist 
principles. On receiving the letter, my first reaction was that there must be a lack of internal 
coordination within the Boy Scouts or a misunderstanding of our intentions. Those 
intentions were explained to representatives of the Boy Scouts last September and were 
fully agreed to. It was agreed that the UUA would issue a new edition of the Religion and 
Life manual; that the manual would contain nothing objectionable to the BSA; and that the 
UUA would then make available, along with the manual, some separate materials that 
would be helpful to our young people and their advisers, showing forth our religious 
principles in relation to the issues that have been part of this controversy. Unitarian 
Universalism has long been a strong supporter of equal rights for gay, lesbian, bisexual, and 
transgender people, and we have a responsibility to our young people to instruct them in 
the religious values which underlie our commitment to this struggle. 

This is all we have done. We have prepared a new manual, which they have accepted and 
which we will publish. We have also prepared some materials aimed at advising young 
people whose religion teaches "the worth and dignity of every person" how they might 
want to respond to slurs aimed at another person's, or their own, sexuality, or supposed 
sexuality. These materials are coordinated with our comprehensive new curriculum on 
human sexuality, Our Whole Lives. 

I have personally written a short pamphlet, When Others (or You) Say 'God', designed to 
help young people from a pluralistic religious tradition understand some of the multiple 
ways in which the word 'God' is or can be understood. It seems to me that UU youth who 



choose to take the Scout oath need this because in the oath a scout promises "to do my 
duty to God..." 

In the course of this controversy I learned that the BSA actually knows that what it is doing 
in response to the so-called 'gay' issue has more to do with politics than with children's 
safety. The BSA knows the difference between pedophilia and homosexuality. It does 
training on the subject. Yet they continue to practice arbitrary discrimination. Ignorance is 
one thing. Knuckling under to anti-gay pressure groups is quite different, and entirely 
unworthy. 

The UUA will continue to teach its religious principles and to help its young people to apply 
them. This is our religious duty. My question is this: does the BSA really mean to say that 
our teaching must stop where it makes them uncomfortable? That we cannot provide 
religious materials along with Scout materials? If so, what other faith groups will suffer from 
Boy Scout discrimination? After all, prejudice, once it takes hold in one's soul and is 
rationalized against one group can easily spread to include other objects of prejudice. 
Evidently Unitarian Universalists have now become such objects for the BSA. No wonder 
they have not been honorable in their dealings with us. 

Rev. John Buehrens 
President, UUA 

 


