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Note: Parts of this sermon were extemporaneous, but this text is a close approximation.

We are living in a strange time.  As we try and navigate our way through, I have noticed
that for the first time in a long time, lots of people are scrambling to read more history, and
literature of the past. 1984 is currently number 7 on the bestseller list for Amazon.  In worship
we often look to the past, to great thinkers to find our way forward.  In fact, for those who listen
incredibly intently to my sermons, you may notice that some of the readings and text of this
sermon is adapted from one long ago, and as I re-read the readings I heard them with new ears,
given our current climate, so included them today.  In a speech on January 27, Rev. William
Barber, leader of the Moral Mondays movement and author of The Third Reconstruction, said:

We need some moral fire to help us see clearly how this history shapes our present reality.
I’ve heard too many people say over the past several months, “We’ve never seen anything
like this before.” If you didn’t see it, it doesn’t mean it wasn’t happening. Donald Trump
is not the first candidate to play on our worst fears or use divide-and-conquer tactics. One
hundred years ago Woodrow Wilson brought Birth of [a]Nation in the White House.
Today, it’s Breitbart and Bannon. The package may be different, but the content is the
same.  We’ve seen this before. And because we have, we know what beats it: people
coming together in fusion coalitions, discovering our common ground, by linking arms
and refusing to be divided.1

Our first Unitarian Universalist Principle is to respect the inherent worth and dignity of
each person.  In a time of rapid change, of protest, and of acute struggle and fear, it is easy to fall
in to patterns dehumanizing those who do things that we perceive as immoral, or even evil, as
not fully human, as something other.  One of the hardest things I do as a person of faith, is to
hold the line in myself that in response to someone who hurts people, not to write them off in my
mind.  Of course that doesn’t mean we are going to necessarily hang out, or even that actions
must be forgiven.  I want to live into a world that has a better baseline than “don’t dehumanize
people,” but collectively, we are still working on that first step.  When faced with actions from
people with power that are unjust, hurtful, and seemingly based on nothing but greed and fear,
and knowing that many people are in support of such actions, it can bring up big questions that
we have struggled with as people for thousands of years, and as Unitarian Universalists.  In the
face of hatred we might ask, “what is the nature of humanity?”  When the Protestant Reformation
began, it opened the Bible to all who could read.  Translations of the text that were made, and
down the line this led to conversations about how translations and meaning are influenced by
people and all that, along with some other important changes, led to the births of Unitarianism
and Universalism.  Our Unitarian and Universalist foreparents set themselves apart from
prevailing Calvinist beliefs in the late 18th and early 19th centuries.  Anyone remember the basics

1 https://thinkprogress.org/rev-barber-these-times-require-a-new-language-and-a-new-fusion-coalition-
c741b9eb1b47#.1mctb5tr1
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of the Calvinist stance on the nature of humanity?  [I was taught a way to remember with the
mnemonic, TULIP.  It describes the state of humanity this way: T is for Total depravity (no one is
perfect), U is for Unconditional election (those who are saved are saved for reasons that only
God knows), L is for Limited atonement (Jesus died not for all people, but only for some), I is
for Irresistible grace (if one is saved, they can’t opt out), and P is for Perseverance of the saints
(if one is saved, no matter what choices they make, they are still saved).]  The father of modern
Unitarianism, William Ellery Channing had something to say about this in his famous Baltimore
Sermon in 1819.  In the sermon, Channing reasons his way to the nature of humanity by arguing
that the God of his understanding, a source of goodness and compassion, would not have created
a world where human beings would be born as depraved and unsaved people and that to believe
in this tradition would be to cast God as a force without mercy, which he did not believe to be
possible or Biblical.  Channing believed that human beings were called to high moral character
and that through our conscience we choose to do just acts, not because we are saved or not saved
by God at birth.  Channing was a rugged individualist on the issue of the moral life in opposition
particularly to the Calvinist belief in unconditional election.2

About 30 years after that sermon, Theodore Parker, preached against the Fugitive Slave
Law, which has been coming up in the news lately in relation to new laws about undocumented
immigrants.  In the wind up to his proclamation that, in so many words, he would be following
that law over his dead body, Parker outlined his understanding of how we know what is just,
moral, and right.  Or stated differently, how we understand our human nature.  As we heard in
our reading earlier, Parker suggests that there are unalienable rights and truths in the universe
that will continue to be true, no matter what human choices are made.  This is similar to his
belief in the nature of religion and God that he described in his sermon “The Transient and the
Permanent in Christianity,” which you have heard me talk about before.  The crux of that sermon
is that no matter what institutions we create around God, there are truths that will out.  This led to
that famous quote about the arc of the universe being long and bending toward justice.
Regarding the distilled truths about humanity, Parker wrote:

There are some things which are true, independent of all human opinions. Such things we
call facts. Thus it is true that one and one are equal to two, that the earth moves round the
sun, that all [people] have certain natural unalienable rights, rights which a [person] can
alienate only for him [or her]self, and not for another. No [hu]man made these things
true; no [one] can make them false. If all the [people] in Jerusalem and ever so many
more, if all the [people] in the world, were to pass a unanimous vote that one and one
were not equal to two, that the earth did not move round the sun, that all [people] had not
natural and unalienable rights, the opinion would not alter the fact, nor make truth false
and falsehood true. So there are likewise some things which are right, independent of all
human opinions.3

Parker explains that we have to find through reason and intuition our truth and conscience, in
order to assess whether a duty or law presented to us is the result of the opinions of humanity or
is truth.  In Parker’s words, “The laws of matter depend for their execution only on the infinite

2William Ellery Channing, “Unitarian Christianity” 1819. (full text:americanunitarian.org/unitarianchristianity.htm)
3Parker, Theodore (2011-03-30). Speeches, Addresses, and Occasional Sermons, Volume 3 (of 3) (Kindle Locations
1368-1378).  . Kindle Edition.
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will of God, and so cannot be violated. The laws of man depend for their execution also on the
finite will of man, and so may be broken.”4

We believe that there is a truth in the universe outside of any obligation or law, that all
people have inherent worth and dignity.  We hold this belief as part of our modern Unitarian
Universalist principles.  In our Purposes and Principles, we have moved away from the 19th

century language of believing this to be true because of a particular understanding of the nature
or existence of God.  In some sense, we have come to this understanding through an extension of
Parker’s belief that there are certain truths and ways to understand justice that transcend any one
particular description of theological belief of the nature of humanity or deity.  As human beings,
we are constantly struggling with our personal and collective egos, greed, and apathy, against the
pressure to dehumanize others as a way to get ahead or “win”, and we believe that to live with
openness and compassion for others, can help lead to a world with greater capacity for all
creatures to live with dignity.  This evokes Victoria Safford’s “A Credo For Now.”

“I believe that those same traits that enable us to love and to notice, those great gifts that
distinguish us from other animals, namely reason, will, and passion, might also lead to
our destruction.  I believe, therefore, that compassion, reverence, and humility are
necessary disciplines, survival strategies we have to learn.”

Near the conclusion of his Baltimore Sermon, Channing encouraged his fellow reformers
to not get too full of themselves as they exercised their reason, and chastised the Boston and
Harvard establishments for acting out against Unitarian reformers within a shared Christian
tradition.  He wrote:

…. We can hardly conceive of a plainer obligation on beings of our frail and fallible
nature, who are instructed in the duty of candid judgment, than to abstain from
condemning men of apparent conscientiousness and sincerity, who are chargeable with no
crime but that of differing from us in the interpretation of the Scriptures, and differing,
too, on topics of great and acknowledged obscurity. We are astonished at the hardihood of
those, who, with Christ's warnings sounding in their ears, take on them the responsibility
of making creeds for his church, and cast out professors of virtuous lives for imagined
errors, for the guilt of thinking for themselves.5

People are messy, and have always been, and probably always will be.  But we can certainly do
better.  In a time when our legacy of treating the earth like an infinite resource impacts people all
over the world.  We can do better.  In a time when the constitution and basic civil rights are
threatened, we can do better. We believe that there is a truth in the universe that all people have
inherent worth and dignity, and that all should be protected through actions of justice.  So how
do we move from 19th century wisdom to today?

Because of the level of division in our society, I have been thinking about the work of
people like Channing and Parker who were preaching in the lead up to the Civil War.  From their
place of privilege they spoke their truth against unjust laws, and what they saw as incorrect
interpretations of scripture.  Parker put his ideas into action and fought hard against the Fugitive
Slave Law from the pulpit, and also through his work to support the Underground Railroad.  In
the end, we are only human.  We will never be perfect in our hearts in holding each person with

4Ibid. (Kindle Locations 1392-1394).
5William Ellery Channing, “Unitarian Christianity” 1819.
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inherent worth and dignity, but as Parker wrote, that doesn’t mean it isn’t true.  Our row to hoe,
is to act as if that is true, to take the high road, to find ways forward even when there are literal
barriers and road blocks in the way.  Rev. Barber, a great leader for our time, believes that what
will bring justice in our communities is building coalitions of people, he believes we need to
work together across difference, seeing where our experiences of oppression and strength
intersect.  That practice, dependent on the listening that we spoke about last week, is
fundamental to building a world where the inherent worth and dignity of each person is
respected.

May it be so.

Amen.
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