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We are beginning a new month and the theme for this month is Expectation.  

 

In looking through articles on this topic, I came across something in “The Journal of Personality 

and Social Psychology”. The name of the article caught my attention. The title was “The 

motivating function of thinking about the future: Expectations versus fantasies.” 

 

This caught my eye because I know we are all struggling with what expectations to hold in the 

face our current situation and events. 

 

The article drew the conclusion that positive expectations lead to positive outcomes and positive 

fantasies do not lead to positive outcomes. The article described 4 studies. The participants of the 

studies were graduates looking for a job, students with a crush on a peer, undergraduates 

anticipating an exam, and patients undergoing hip-replacement surgery. Effort and performance 

were measured weeks or months (up to 2 yrs) after expectations and fantasies had been assessed.  

 

The article pointed out two forms of thinking about the future. The two forms were expectations 

versus fantasies. The article drew the conclusion that positive expectations about the future 

predicted that people will put forth high effort and that will result in high performance. It further 

concluded that if people believe that the future they want is likely then they will put forth more 

effort and that will result in higher performance. The reverse was true for positive fantasies.  

 

This article explained the difference between positive fantasies and expectations.  Expectations 

are based on past experiences. Fantasies are based on unrealistic imaginings. People expect to do 

well in an exam because they’ve done well in previous exams; they expect to recover from an 

operation or illness because they have managed to recover in the past, and so on. People form 

expectations by watching and remembering the acts of others and ourselves. 

 

The researchers found that when trying to get a job, find a partner, pass an exam or get through 

surgery, those who spent more time entertaining positive fantasies did worse. 

For example, those who spent more time dreaming about getting a job, performed worse.  

Two years after leaving college the dreamers: had applied for fewer jobs, and unsurprisingly had 

been offered fewer jobs, 

 

Positive expectations motivate us to take the significant actions to produce positive outcomes. 

Experience of positive outcomes inspires positive expectations and so on and soon with a 

snowball effect. 

 

After reading this I was reminded of how this relates to religion and faith. Many Faiths have 

expectations of positive outcomes in life and possibly after life. These expectations are related to 

beliefs that if they take on certain creeds and ways of living then good things will happen and 

bad things will be prevented.  

 

In other words, the expectations are based on beliefs that motivate taking certain actions. Loving 

actions produce positive outcomes and these positive outcomes create expectations based on past 
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experiences. The expectations provide motivation to take more of these actions and the cycle 

continues. 

 

How similar is the Unitarian Universalism to these faiths which foster the expectations of good 

things happening in connection with certain creeds and ways of living. 

 

Unitarian Universalism has no creed and no detailed rules. I grew up in a family heavily 

influenced by a religion with a creed and specific rules like how to pray and how to dress in 

church. I admit that in my early experiences with Unitarian Universalism, I felt a bit 

uncomfortable without creeds and detailed prescriptive guides and rules. And, it was not helpful 

to hear references to Unitarian Universalism as “that religion that believes in nothing” or “that 

religion where you can believe in anything.”  

 

However, I now realize that the one of the reasons I was drawn to this faith was the absence of 

creeds and prescriptions because I found it difficult to put faith in the often contradictory creeds 

and prescriptions.  

 

That having been said, I realized the value of beliefs that lead to hope and faith that lead to 

motivating expectations of positive outcomes from our actions. 

 

We do not have a creed or detailed prescriptive actions but we have principles in the form of a 

covenant. The Principles were originally intended to support our congregations in maintaining 

community with each other. As for me, and I strongly suspect that this is true for many of us; I 

believe that the usefulness of the Principles expands beyond their original intention to support 

our congregations in maintaining community with each other. I also believe that many of us hold 

the expectation that there will be positive outcomes from honoring this covenant within our 

families, congregations, larger communities and in the world.  

 

The original Principles were adopted at the combining of the American Unitarian Association 

and the Universalist Church of America in 1961. The Principles were revised in 1985 and 

amended in 1995. In April 2006, the Unitarian Universalist Association Board of Trustees and 

the Commission on Appraisal announced that the commission would begin a new review, in 

accordance with another bylaw requirement.  

 

The original statement of the purposes of the Unitarian Universalist Association, adopted in 

1960, when the Universalist Church of America and the American Unitarian Association were 

combining, had been a matter of such heated debate that it almost stopped the merger. A 

compromise version was finally arrived at in an all-day, all-night negotiation and debate. 

 

In 1979 the incoming Unitarian Universalist Association president shared his concerns over the 

problems facing the Denomination. He observed what he called “our confusion as to what word 

we have to spread”. He further observed that the old watchwords of liberalism—freedom, reason, 

tolerance were worthy but simply not catching the imagination of the contemporary world.  

 

https://www.uuworld.org/articles/the-uuas-original-principles-1961
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This sounds to me like an acknowledgement that something was needed to support, not fantastic 

thoughts of magic rescue in difficult times, but conceivable expectations that motivate efforts 

and actions that bring about positive results, and solutions to difficult problems, and meet 

seemingly overwhelming challenges. 

 

Does this need sound familiar? 

 

The Principles which replaced the original wording in 1985 contained efforts to put traditional 

assumptions and language in perspective, and to avoid sexist assumptions and language. These 

Principles, adopted in 1985, were adopted nearly unanimously, but they lasted virtually 

unchanged for 15 years.  

 

The Principles are not a creed, by the dictionary definition, but, they are a common statement of 

belief that, for some, comes uncomfortably close to creedalism. To a great extent the Principles 

have been woven into the fabric of our denominational life. The Principles are featured in the 

front of our hymnbook.  They have been widely reprinted in local congregations' orders of 

service, posted on church walls, and even recited in unison. The Principles have guided the 

development of a denominational religious education program.   

 

Considering the Hope and Faith relationship to expectations, what does our current situation 

combined with our faith call us to do?  

 

Are we being real about the seriousness of the problem in order to define accurately the kind of 

faith in the potential for ultimate prevailing that will allow us to bring sufficient energy to 

prevail? 

 

Do we doubt the power of maintaining our principles? Does that doubt result in half-hearted 

actions that result in poor outcomes that limit our ability to believe in our actions and therefore 

reduce our expectations causing us to put less energy into our actions such that half-hearted 

actions produce poor outcomes that lower expectations resulting in more half-hearted actions 

until our energy is dampened to the point of inaction and worry? 

 

Can we not both act based on an accurate definition of the problem and yet maintain a useful 

amount of faith that the living of our principles in our families, congregations, and larger 

communities will ultimately prevail? 

 

What would that look like immediately? This was provided by The Religious Education Action 

Clearing House. 

 

A Meditation on the Unitarian Universalist Principles 

1. 

We affirm and promote the inherent worth and dignity of every person.  

Is there any person whom I have disrespected? Am I in right relation to all people? Does 

someone need to hear from me today? 
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2. 

We affirm and promote justice, equity, and compassion in human relations.  

Is there any person whom I have treated unfairly? Have I taken the time to be compassionate 

with every person I have encountered? Have I made an effort to loosen the bonds of oppression 

created by my own living? (If white, temporarily able-bodied, or exclusively heterosexual, have I 

made an effort to loosen the bonds of oppression created by my own living as a member of the 

dominant culture?) 

3. 

We affirm and promote acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth in our 

congregations. 

Have I compassionately offered others the opportunity for growth, and have I truly accepted 

people, even those who are not like me and those who do not fit my idea of "okay"? 

4. 

We affirm and promote a free and responsible search for truth and meaning.  

Is my life a reflection of a search for truth and meaning, or am I stuck in the "getting and having" 

place which deadens people? Can I move a little further from "getting and having" and a little 

closer to truth and meaning today? How will I do that today? 

5. 

We affirm and promote the right of conscience and the use of the democratic process within our 

congregations and in society at large.  

Have I listened to others, and tried to think the way they think, see their point of view? Have I 

encouraged consensus and connections so that democracy is an everyday fact of life, or have I 

tried to stack the deck in my own favor? Have I allowed the "tyranny of the majority" to silence 

anyone? 

6. 

We affirm and promote the goal of world community with peace, liberty, and justice for all.  

What have I done today to promote peace, understanding, and freedom throughout the world, 

and in my own corner of the world? 

7. 

We affirm and promote respect for the interdependent web of existence of which we are a part.  

How have I reduced the negative impact of my living on this planet? What could be done more 

healthfully? 
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I have been attending a book discussion group here at the church. The book is How to Be a Stoic 

by Massimo Pigliucci There is a chapter in that book that relates a true story about a senior naval 

officer who was captured and imprisoned. The officer spent seven and one half years as a 

prisoner of war enduring an ordeal that included beatings and torture, as well as being regularly 

locked up in leg irons and confined to a three-by-nine-foot cell without windows. Eventually he 

was released and came back to the United States, in horrible physical condition but he had 

survived and to a great extent recovered.  

 

He was asked in an interview to describe those who didn’t make it out of the prison, those who 

didn’t survive. He replied that it was the optimists. He described the optimists as the ones who 

thought they would be rescued quickly. When year after year they were not rescued they died of 

broken hearts.  

 

He, a self-described Stoic, shared the following lesson from this experience:  

We must never confuse the faith that we will prevail in the end with the discipline to confront 

the most brutal facts of our current reality, whatever they might be. We must never lose the faith, 

and expectation, that we will prevail in the end. 

 

What do you expect? 

 

Expecting to prevail in the end is not the same as expecting magic or fantastic rescues. Expecting 

to prevail motivates us to take the significant actions required to produce positive outcomes. The 

positive outcomes inspire positive expectations. The positive expectations inspire significant 

actions and so on, and so on, and that is how we prevail. 

 

What do you expect? 

 

 

 


