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SYNOPSIS

This surprisingly intimate and revealing documentary follows two years in 
the private life of Marilyn Sewell, an outspoken and socially progressive 
Unitarian minister who has re-energized her Portland community.

During Marilyn Sewell’s tenure as senior minister of the First Unitarian 
Church of Portland, the church grew from 625 to 1,600 members, 
becoming one of the largest and most esteemed UU groups in the nation. 
As one of the few women to lead a large church of any faith in the United 
States, Marilyn also brings a female perspective to local and national 
issues, making her a irreplaceable figure in Christian liberal debates in the 
United States. 

While serving a community that relies on her for wisdom and advice (on 
both personal and ethical issues), Marilyn struggles quietly with decisions 
about her own future. Furthermore, as she seeks to reconcile the 
commitments of her profession with a longing for intimacy and love, 
childhood memories of mental illness and alcoholism come back to the 
surface - and must be dealt with before she can move forward.

As Marilyn’s life unfolds in front of the camera (in real time), she shares her 
journey with remarkable candor, humor and increasing wisdom, ultimately 
leading her to an unexpected revelation of faith and love in all of its guises.
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ABOUT MARILYN SEWELL

During Marilyn Sewell’s tenure as senior minister of the First Unitarian Church of 
Portland, the church grew from 625 members to 1,600, becoming one of the largest and 
most esteemed UU churches in the nation. Marilyn is one of only a handful of women to 
lead a large church of any faith. A powerful speaker, she is widely sought out for lectures 
and speeches.  

Marilyn’s ministry was characterized by a strong emphasis on social justice, for which 
she received an honorary doctorate from Meadville Lombard Seminary. A justice lecture 
series at First Unitarian has been established in her honor. Marilyn is on the Executive 
Committee of the Board of Ecumenical Ministries of Oregon and also continues to serve 
on the Workers’ Rights Board of Jobs with Justice.   
 
Starting her career as a high school English teacher, Marilyn became a wife and mother 
of two sons, a psychotherapist, a TV personality giving advice, a writer and editor. She 
has an undergraduate degree in education and advanced degrees in English literature, 
social work and ministry. She also has a Ph.D. in Theology and Literature from the 
Graduate Theological Union and the University of California at Berkeley. 
 
Marilyn has edited two celebrated books of women’s poetry, the award-winning Cries of 
the Spirit, followed by the companion volume Claiming the Spirit Within. She also edited 
two books of women’s essays, which include moving essays of her own: “Resurrecting 
Grace: Remembering Catholic Childhoods” and  “Breaking Free: Women of Spirit at 
Midlife and Beyond.” She has collected her own best wisdom on two important subjects 
in her most recent publications: A Little Book on Forgiveness and A Little Book on 
Prayer.  

Marilyn lives near the Willamette River, in Portland, Oregon. She is working on a new book 
and continues to blog weekly with her “Reflections,” giving a spiritual perspective on issues of 
the day.



Why We Made This Film...
A Note from the Executive Prodcuers

We made the documentary film Raw Faith because we wanted to share a unique voice 
with the world. We had listened to Marilyn Sewell preach at First Unitarian Church in Portland for 
years and had always asked ourselves, “Why aren’t there more voices like Marilyn’s out there?” In a 
time when our country has become so polarized, Marilyn has a special ability to speak to people of all 
faiths about their deepest concerns without being divisive or dogmatic. 

When Marilyn told us she was considering retirement, we proposed a documentary film to capture her 
voice for posterity. We explored several possible approaches over time, but our director, Peter 
Wiedensmith, wisely advised that we simply follow Marilyn’s own personal journey of transition. As a 
result, it is a film that has universal themes with broad appeal. 

We attribute the success of our project to two things: (1) we had absolute confidence in Peter’s 
creative instincts and gave him the artistic freedom he needed; and (2) Marilyn was willing and able to 
be completely open and honest about her life, including her doubts and frailties, on camera. We are 
extremely grateful for her bravery and her trust. We hope this film inspires you as much as Marilyn has 
inspired us. 

Director's Statement
  In my first meeting with Marilyn, she said, "I think the only way this film is going to work is if I 

am completely open." From that day on she was completely open, through two very difficult years of 
transition, and the results are extraordinary. She truly is a dream documentary subject–deep, self-
aware, emotional, always searching, always seeking her truth. She has been through enough life that 
she understands pain, she understands joy and she is able to see the patterns of humanity in a very 
broad, accessible way. She has a strong drive to live a meaningful life, an honest life, and the depth 
that she is willing to go in order to get there is incredible. 

I wanted to make this film because I saw a character who is truly honest. I thought that a film about a 
minister who is a human being, who struggles and searches and has to deal with fear and reconcile 
with her past, would be unique. I have been cynical of religion for most of my adult life, so this film 
represented a personal journey for me as well.

Marilyn comes from a place of deeply human compassion, and is far more interested in exploring a 
personal story than talking about dogma, and I found that refreshing. I think it is because she was 
educated as an English teacher, and then as a counselor and social worker before she finally became 
a minister in her adult life, that she knows that there are very few simple answers in life. I loved that.

We developed a level of trust with each other fairly quickly in this process. A typical shooting day 
would be just me with a camera. She would call me when something was happening, so we could 
catch it spontaneously. Marilyn is surrounded by people who trust her, and I rarely encountered 
resistance to filming scenes during the 18 months of filming. We spent lots of time in the church, of 
course, and I greatly appreciate the openness and support I had there as well. I shot many interesting 
side stories with her co-workers, friends and family which had to be cut because of time. Ultimately, 
Marilyn's personal journey provided more than enough story.

This film is unique in that it is not an exposé, and not a fluff piece. It is a character film that is not 
interested in varnishing the truth. It is quiet and introspective, and audiences seem to be left in a place 
of deep reflection when it is over. I think Marilyn would say that looking closely at ourselves is the only 
way we will reach the full potential in our lives. I couldn't agree more. I hope you enjoy it.



Peter Wiedensmith (Director/Camera/Editor)

Peter is an award-winning editor and filmmaker. Founder and director of Joint Editorial, 
a post-production company housed within Wieden+Kennedy, he has edited hundreds of 
national and international television commercials. His work has been nominated for two 
Emmys and won four Lions from the Cannes International Advertising festival. He also 
founded the digital filmmaking program at Caldera, an arts organization for at-risk youth 
in Portland, Oregon. 

He has traveled the world making more than a dozen short documentary films for 
companies and philanthropic organizations. Subjects have included Lance Armstrong 
and his cycling team preparing for the Tour de France, kids who spend their entire 
childhood in refugee camps, adolescent girls’ lives in Ethiopia and women’s healthcare 
in Peru. His work has been used for the Clinton Global Initiative and the Davos 
International Summit, as well as broadcast on national television. Raw Faith is his first 
feature-length documentary. 



Scott MacEachern (Executive Producer) 

Ashley MacEachern (Executive Producer)

Raw Faith is Scott and Ashley MacEachern’s first film. Although neither has a 
background in filmmaking, they are both creative thinkers with professional track records 
in project management, management and innovation. Congregants of First Unitarian 
Church since the early 1990s, Scott and Ashley live in Portland, Oregon, with their 
three sons. 

After graduating from Dartmouth College in 1990 with a BA in English and Creative 
Writing, Ashley was at Nike, Inc for 12 years, where she worked in Film & Video, US 
and Global Marketing, and Corporate Responsibility. Some of her projects included 
global sales meeting communication strategies, the creation and management of a 
college campus rep grassroots marketing program, and she project-managed Nike’s 
first corporate responsibility annual report. She left the company in 2003 to become 
a full-time mom and aspiring writer. She is the author of the children’s book Lance 
in France (Collins 2008) and writes poetry. 

Scott has been at Nike, Inc since 1995. His role at Nike has evolved from sports 
marketing to global marketing to business creation and management. He signed Lance 
Armstrong as a Nike athlete in 1996 and stuck by him during his battle with cancer. In 
2001, after Lance’s second Tour win, Scott began exploring the power of yellow and 
Lance’s unique inspirational effect on people across all walks of life. The result of his 
efforts culminated in the creation of the yellow wristbands in 2004, which became a 
global philanthropic phenomenon. Following the success of the wristbands, Scott led 
the creation of and ran the philanthropic Nike LIVESTRONG apparel and footwear 
collection. Together, the wristbands and the collection have raised nearly 100 million 
dollars for The Lance Armstrong Foundation, and countless cancer patients and their 
families have been inspired.



Neil Kopp (Producer) 

Neil Kopp is a film and television commercial producer based in Portland. His feature 
films include Kelly Reichardt’s Old Joy and Wendy and Lucy, and Gus Van Sant’s 
Paranoid Park. Raw Faith was his first documentary film. He is currently in post- 
production on Reichardt’s new film Meek’s Cutoff. 

Patty Brebner (Producer) 

Patty Brebner is the executive producer for Joint Editorial, a Portland editorial and 
post-production company. In this capacity, Patty has collaborated with Joint founder 
and director Peter Wiedensmith on various projects since joining Joint in 1999. This is 
her first feature-length documentary. 

Katie Turinski (Editor)

Katie Turinski is a filmmaker and editor based in Portland, Oregon. Her first feature- 
length documentary Sissyboy premiered at the 2009 SXSW Film Festival. She currently 
works for an advertising agency in Portland and has begun production on her next 
film project. 

Nathanial Morgan (Composer)

Hailing from Washington, D.C., Nathaniel was introduced to music at age seven 
when his parents started him on piano lessons at his elementary school. He 
continued to study piano and music theory in the American University Preparatory 
Music Program, picking up drums and saxophone along the way. After earning a 
Bachelor’s Degree in Music from Dartmouth College in 2001, Nathaniel moved to 
Atlanta to teach music lessons for a year, then ventured out to Los Angeles, where 
he currently resides. 

He does the majority of his composing for Elias Arts, with whom he was awarded the 
First Boards Award in the Best New Composer category in 2007 and an AICP Award 
for Best Original Music for the Audi “Living Room” commercial in 2009. Aside from 
the Raw Faith score, his work can be heard in the films Pathfinder (2006), Fighting 
(2009), and the 2009 remake of Children of the Corn. You can also catch him around 
Los Angeles playing drums in his rock band TAXI.



Interview with the Executive Producers
The executive producers made the documentary film Raw Faith because they wanted 
to share a unique voice with the world. They had heard Marilyn Sewell preach at First 
Unitarian Church in Portland for years and had always wondered, “Why aren’t there 
more voices like Marilyn’s out there?”  In a time when our country has become so 
polarized, Marilyn has a special ability to speak to people about their deepest concerns 
without being divisive or dogmatic. When Marilyn told them she was considering 
retirement, they wanted to capture her voice for posterity and proposed making a 
documentary film. 
 
This film has always been a nonprofit endeavor, with the main goal being to make a 
quality film and share it with as many people as possible. The executive producers 
created a nonprofit entity called Sameboat Productions, which “owns” the film and 
currently has a board of directors made up of five people, including the MacEacherns 
and Marilyn Sewell. Sameboat Productions partnered with Film Action Oregon (FAO), 
to handle all administrative billing and donors’ tax-exemption procedures. If and when 
Sameboat sells the film to a distributor(s), proceeds will either be donated, go toward 
creating a new film/project or go toward establishing a grant(s) for other creative 
projects. Many other people and organizations supported the process along the way as 
well. This film is the result of many creative people coming together toward the simple 
goal of putting something positive out into the world.  

Why did you make this film?

The executive producers made the documentary film Raw Faith because they wanted 
to share a unique voice with the world. They had heard Marilyn Sewell preach at First 
Unitarian Church in Portland for years and had always wondered, “Why aren’t there 
more voices like Marilyn’s out there?”  In a time when our country has become so 
polarized, Marilyn has a special ability to speak to people about their deepest concerns 
without being divisive or dogmatic. When Marilyn told them she was considering 
retirement, they wanted to capture her voice for posterity and proposed making a 
documentary film. 

How did you make this film? 

The Executive Producers created a non-profit entity, Same Boat Productions, with a Board of 
Directors which "owns" the film. All proceeds coming to Same Boat Productions will be 
donated to charitable concerns."

How long did the film take to make? 

From conception to completion, the film took three-and-a-half years to make, beginning 
in the fall of 2007. Shooting ended the summer of 2009. Post-production began in fall 
2009 and finished in April 2010. The film spans about two years in Marilyn’s life, from 
2007 to 2009. 



What was your budget? Where did you get funding?

We were very fortunate to receive a $100K donation from longtime family friends of 
Marilyn’s, Jim and Jane Driscoll. Without their generosity, this film might not have 
happened, or at least would have taken much longer to evolve from concept to reality. 
Our director, Peter Wiedensmith, took only a very minimal fee, his company Joint 
Editorial gave us discounted rates and so did many of the other vendors. 

How did Sheryl Crow become involved? 

Sheryl Crow is a close friend of the executive producers, and had heard Marilyn preach 
on a couple of occasions and been very moved by her. She used to listen to one of 
Marilyn’s sermons during her radiation treatments for breast cancer. She expressed 
an interest in the film from the beginning and eventually agreed to write and perform 
an original song for the film. We are deeply grateful for her generosity and thrilled 
with the song she wrote. 

Is this a film about religion/church? 

Raw Faith is not about any particular religion or church. The main subject is a Unitarian 
minister, but the focus is on her life outside the church and some difficult transitions she 
goes through. While Marilyn’s spirituality is an important aspect of her character, the film 
has universal themes with broad appeal. In test screenings, people of both genders, all 
ages and many faiths/belief systems have been deeply moved by the film. 

What is Unitarian Universalism? 

The Unitarian Universalism faith is a liberal religion with roots that go back to the 
Protestant Reformation in the sixteenth century. The first Unitarian church was founded 
in the United States at the end of the eighteenth century. In 1961, Unitarians merged 
with Universalists, another Protestant faith. Originally, all followers were Christian. 
However the umbrella of this religion grew more inclusive beginning in the mid- 
nineteenth century. Today, people of many different beliefs come to worship in UU 
churches, including those of the Jewish tradition, Buddhists, atheists and agnostics. 
Many early notable Americans were Unitarian, including Ralph Waldo Emerson, Susan B. 
Anthony and Theodore Parker. Benjamin Rush, the first signer of the Declaration 
of Independence, was a Universalist. For more  information, go to the website of the 
Unitarian Universalist Association: www.UUA.org. 

What is Marilyn doing now?

Marilyn is working on a new book and continues to blog and tweet regularly with her  
“Reflections,” giving a spiritual perspective on issues of the day. She lives near the 
Willamette River, in Portland, Oregon.   


