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What the Dickens Happened to Me 
By Jim Brown  

February 8, 2026 

Greg was a professor of geology and my advisor at the University of Southern California in the 
1960’s.  Although he earned his doctorate at Berkeley three years before the free speech riots of 
1964, he was clearly on the left side of the political spectrum.  By the mid 1960’s the United 
States presence in Viet Nam was being sold to the American public as a “police action” to 
counter the so called “domino effect” of communist take over.  Greg did not buy into the domino 
effect and freely admitted that he was a “dove” with respect to United States involvement in far 
away places.  He was willing to debate anyone on the subject. 

As a young professor, Greg was invited to present a paper at the 23rd International Geological 
Congress in Prague, Czechoslovakia to be held in August 1968.  This was a prestigious scientific 
assembly of 3,000 geologists from 91 countries, and to be included in the event was a real 
feather in his cap. The Congress was a pivotal moment for earth scientists, aiming to discuss 
rapidly advancing theories on seafloor spreading, continental drift, and plate tectonics. 

On the night of August 20, Greg woke up to a commotion in the street below his Prague hotel 
room. He went to the window and looked out to see tanks trundling down the street. These were 
the spearhead of a Soviet-led invasion intended to squash the “Prague Spring,” a period of 
political liberalization and mass protest in the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic. For two days, 
Greg was confined to his hotel. Congress organizers officially cancelled the Congress on August 
23, with over 500 papers abandoned, one of which was Greg’s.  Thousands of geologists were 
scattered, and the International Union of Geological Sciences had to wait four years to 
reconvene. 

Greg returned to California a changed man. Over night he had transformed into a self-proclaimed  
“hawk,” that is, an individual who advocates for aggressive foreign policy prioritizing strong 
military action, interventionism, and a defense stance over diplomatic negotiations.  And he 
never tired of relating the circumstances of his conversion. 

The program theme for our UU Fellowship this month is: “The Fabric of Belief and Experience,” 
and how our values are woven into daily choices and how experience shapes what we hold true. 
In Greg’s case it seems that experience was the catalyst for his change in world view. 

Few changes in belief were as abrupt and spectacular as chronicled in the Book of Acts, Chapter 
9: verses 3-6.  Paul, or “Saul,” being his Jewish name, was born about 8 A.D to a devote Jewish 
family in what is now Turkey.  He was a Roman citizen by birth and tentmaker by profession. He 
aggressively persecuted early Christians, seeing them as a threat to Judaism, even imprisoning 
believers and witnessing the stoning of St. Stephen in Jerusalem around 34-36 AD. Saul had a 
surprise coming. 

And as he journeyed, he came near Damascus, and suddenly there shined round about him a 
light from heaven. And he fell to the earth, and heard a voice saying unto him, “Saul, why 
persecutest me? And (Saul) said who art thou? And the Lord said, “I am Jesus whom thou 
persecutest. And he (Saul) trembling and astonished said, Lord what wilt thou have me do? 
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Well, one of the things Paul did was write lots of letters, or epistles, that make up one third of the 
New Testament. He was prolific in giving advice.  I suppose that few of us are as eloquent as the 
newly converted. And all this without a typewriter. Imagine if Paul had social media at his 
disposal. 

Rarely do we receive clearcut signals that cause us to change our beliefs. Most advice we get is 
ambivalent at best.  

Here’s what I consider a genuine Unitarian Universalist epiphany as related by Rev. Scott 
Alexander, the former Minister of the Church of the Larger Fellowship, whose newsletter 
“Quest” provided a refreshing antidote to the arid landscape of “UU World.”  Here it is, in 
Scott’s own words: 

“The morning of the service I arose early and pored over my powerful and polemically perfect 
text, prideful of the depth and passion with which I was sure I grasped the essence of my 
Universalist heritage.  Then as I walked the mile or so up the hill to the school, my head was 
down as I rehearsed all of my carefully crafted phrases.  As I approached the busy Shaddick 
Street intersection, I glanced up to see an incredibly large woman sitting on the bench at the bus 
stop.  Now I have always had a personal obsession about my own weight (it’s why I run 
marathons), and in those years was quite opinionated about people who weighed more than I 
thought they should.  Before I could censor my unkind, judgmental thought, I blurted out to 
myself, ‘Oh, dear God look at that gross woman.  She must weigh 400 pounds.  How could 
anyone ever let themselves get like that – and who could ever love that?’ 

Just at that moment – as if a bolt of spiritual lightning were aimed right at me – the skinny little 
guy sitting next to her looked lovingly into her eyes, leaned over, and gave her the most gentle 
and loving kiss I have ever seen one human being bestow upon another.  I was stunned and 
ashamed.  And while I was still reeling from the jarring disparity between my unkind judgment 
and his pure love, a voice came to me – without words, but with unmistakable clarity and power: 
 
Don’t you get it, you dope?  Here you are, at this very moment going up the hill to preach your 
clever little sermon on God’s love and universal salvation for every human person, and all you 
can do is sneer inside at someone you deem unworthy and unbeautiful.  Don’t you understand 
that in the eyes of all that is sacred and beautiful and holy and true in this creation, she is as 
utterly lovely as human beings get?  Don’t you get it?  If the graces and goodness of this 
creation are made for you then they are made for her, too.  And you call yourself a 
Universalist...pfffff. 
 
John Wooden, the legendary basketball coach of UCLA, once said “It’s what you learn after you 
know it all that counts.” 

At this juncture in my presentation, I know that you’re all on the edge of your seats, I mean 
“pews,” wondering when I’ll get to the “Christmas Carol.” After all, the title of my talk is “What 
the DICKENS Happened to Me?”  
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My favorite Ebenezer Scrooge portrayer was Patrick Steward. The “Christmas Carol” contains 
many examples of elements that can work together to affect or even change a person’s belief and 
world outlook, howbeit condensed into one evening’s dream, or ghost encounter, depending on 
one’s belief in the supernatural.  
 
 In his night of dread, Scrooge had a life coach in the form of Jacob Marley, who outlined a 
process. I’m not sure that a life coach who shows up in chains has a lot of credibility, but at any 
rate Marley did command Scrooge’s attention. Another element that can play a role in tweaking 
perspective is memory, introduced by the Ghost of Christmas Past. Scrooge once had a 
girlfriend, or at least a girl that wanted to be his friend, and a happy childhood until he was 
abandoned at aboarding school for the Christmas holiday. How often do we long to recreate 
shards of happy times we enjoyed as kids.  Play is good, a life coach might tell us. 
 
The role of the Ghost of Christmas Present was to open Scrooge’s eyes to way things really are, 
sometimes a revelation that can upset a person’s world view. Softened up by a dash of nostalgia 
and reality, Scrooge was unprepared for what the Ghost of Christmas Future had to offer. 
Basically, the silent Ghost does little more than look ominous and point at things, one of which is 
Scrooge’s grave. Dread is a powerful motivator. Scrooge greeted the morning a changed man. 
 
Most of us do not change our religious views overnight. Change comes slowly, in my case over 
several years. If the transformation I’m about to describe sounds like a spiritual journey, consider 
it a trailer for next Sunday’s service to be led by Stuart Mackenzie! 
 
Going back to when I was about 12 years old, I read in a science book that rocky planets in our 
solar system most likely started out as disks of debris orbiting the sun.  Owing to gravity the 
debris eventually clumped together to form planets. This explanation varied from the biblical 
creation story, so I guess I became an atheist, not being familiar with the concept of allegory. My 
mother picked up on this and was clearly hurt by my rejection of Genesis.  Notwithstanding I 
continued being active in the Episcopal church, even rising in the hierarchy of altar boys to the 
extent that by the time I reached high school I achieved the coveted position of serving at the 
midnight Christmas service.  Deep down I knew I was a hypocrite, but in the interests of 
domestic tranquility I continued to be active in college. I took on the unenviable job of cajoling 
fraternity brothers to serve as acolytes at the 8 AM communion in the local Episcopal church. I 
was not popular. After graduating, I became a Unitarian Universalist. 
 
Q. What is a Unitarian Universalist?​
A. Someone who believes in life before death.​
A. Someone who faces all questions with an open mouth. 

A. A Unitarian is just a Quaker with Attention Deficit Disorder 

A. Adlai Stevenson, a Unitarian, remarked that “Unitarians are accused of believing in one god,   
at most.” 

A Unitarian’s pickup line is: "Your committee or mine?" 
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The author of The Devil’s Dictionary, Ambrose Bierce, an avowed agnostic, is often listed as one 
of our famous Unitarians.  He defines “Unitarian” as “One who denies the divinity of a 
Trinitarian.”  He defines “Universalist” as “One who foregoes the advantage of Hell for persons 
of another faith.” 

Bierce doesn’t spare other religious inclinations.  He defines “Christian  as one who believes 
that the New Testament is a divinely inspired book admirably suited to the spiritual needs of his 
neighbor.”  

Employed, recently married and living in South America, I had no time for church, excepting a 
lecture on Colombian culture at an Episcopal mission in Bogota, during which my jeep was 
broken into. The first baby step in the process of tweaking my religious point of view happened 
in 1972 on a sweltering afternoon in New York City while on vacation. The Broadway 
production of “Jesus Christ Superstar” was playing in matinee. Tickets were available.  As soon 
as Barbara and I entered the theater, I knew why. Owing to the hot weather, the mayor had 
declared a “brown out,” meaning that public venues had to shut off their air conditioning.  At 
curtain time the temperature in the orchestra section where we sat was 92 degrees (F). Needless 
to say, the performance of “Jesus Christ Superstar was intense. 
 
Aside from the heat, what I remembered most about the show was the portrayal of Jesus Christ 
as a pretty ordinary guy caught up in events that were spiraling out of his control. He did not 
seem to be reacting as a deity. Intrigued by the lyricist’s interpretation of Christ’s personality, I 
bought a copy of the lyrics. What intrigued me the most were the words Time Rice wrote for the 
song “In the Garden of Gethsemane,” encapsulating anger, bewilderment, betrayal, and, yes, fear. 
I discovered that I really liked this Jesus, not as a god but as a human being. 
 
As portrayed by Ted Neeley in the 1973 cinema version of “Superstar,” I liked Jesus even more. 
A significant departure from the Broadway show was that at the end of the movie, which was 
shot in Israel, Christ’s body was simply removed from the cross, as opposed to ascending from 
the stage in a white robe.  In the last scene of the movie, the actors, minus Jesus, leave on a crew 
bus The ending posed questions about his divinity and the meaning of his sacrifice. My 
interpretation is that Jesus was a remarkable human being, worthy of praise, who died a horrible 
death and missed the bus. As a result, I no longer feel a hypocrite when I attend a service where 
liturgy praises Jesus. He deserves it, and like other good people, if we recognize and honor their 
contributions, the world will be a better place. 
 
Sydney Knight, writing in the British Unitarian Inquirer, had this to say about Jesus: 
Did we view Jesus as God (pure and simple), then we should see his life on earth as free from all 
agony of choice.  But once we realize that he actually breathed and laughed, had wish fulfillment 
dreams and phantasies, had a digestive system and a sexual nature as well as spiritual (not that 
you can separate the two) – if we then consider his saintly, considerate, visionary, revolutionary, 
dedicated and selfless life, we can only wonder in awe that such a human being existed and lived 
so godly a life.  More – we ask ourselves what it is that prevents us from following in his way? 
The answer to that could be very revealing! 
 
Amen 
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