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I would like to begin by acknowledging that today is World Holocaust 

Remembrance Day. 

When I began to contemplate the topic for today’s sermon, I envisioned 

speaking about intersectionality-that is-how multiple privileges and 

oppressions intersect in our lives.  I wanted to show how racism, sexism, 

able-ism, classism, antisemitism (which includes Muslims as well as Jews), 

homophobia, and xenophobia are tightly bound up in American culture and 

how they stem from one source. Thus, when we address the source of one 

oppression, we address the others. 

However, after re-writing the sermon for the sixth time, I realized that this 

topic deserved at least 100 sermons before I’d ever begin to unravel the 

knot. I just couldn’t hone down to 15 minutes a sermon on this topic. 

It also occurred to me that if I just spoke about the Holocaust and not 

connect it to the Holocaust that has occurred (and is still occurring) on this 

land for over 400 years, I would exhibiting the amnesia the Rev. Dr. Martin 

Luther King Jr. spoke of. When I say the “American Holocaust,” I am 

referring to the slavery and genocide that people of European descent have 

visited upon the people of Africa and the indigenous peoples of the 

Americas. So it seemed fitting to focus today’s sermon on this nation’s 

founding sins and the racism that still works evil in our midst. 

Last week, Rev. Clare quoted African American blogger Kim Hampton’s 

advice to not preach about the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. on this 

holiday, but to preach what he would have preached about.  Like Rev. 

Clare, I mean to follow Ms. Hampton’s lead today. 

I am old enough to remember the Rev. Dr. King, but only barely. He died 

when I was only three and a half and yet the raw emotional energy of the 

time impressed my young mind. 

I had so much hope that this country had finally turned a corner on its racist 

past, when Barack Obama was elected President of the United States in 
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2008. But with the murder of Trayvon Martin, then the deaths of Michael 

Brown near St. Louis and Freddie Gray in Baltimore less than two years 

later, I began to see a different reality. 

It seemed all too clear that racism, the “deformity … that has crippled the 

nation from its inception” in the words of the Rev. Dr. King, was still very 

much active in the United States. And when among other events, President 

Obama’s Supreme Court choice, Merrick Garland, was not even given a 

hearing, the word “backlash” resounded in my head. 

I couldn’t help but to ask the question: 

Had we made any progress in achieving the dream that someday all 

persons would be judged based upon the content of their character and not 

the color of their skin or their gender or sexual orientation or their disability 

or any other characteristic? 

The mountaintop seems so far away still. 

What would it take to make the United States what it professes to be: The 

land of the free and of equal opportunity? 

Even if none of us in this room have ancestors who held Africans as slaves, 

we have all benefited from living on land stolen from indigenous people and 

worked by enslaved Africans.  

Consequently, we are all morally injured, whether we realize it or not. 

Is healing this country of its collective sins even possible? 

The events of the last six years not only woke me up to the reality of this 

country, but also led me to a Unitarian Universalist seminary. 

You see, I finally understood that most, if not all, of the societal problems 

we face today, which include environmental degradation, are moral in 

nature. And the only way I can think of to address moral issues is through 

religion, just as Rev. Dr. King recognized over six decades ago when he 

wrote: 

The Gospel at its best deals with the whole man—not only his soul 

but his body; not only his spiritual well-being but his material well-

being. Any religion that professes concern for the souls of men 

and is not concerned about the slums that damn them, the 



economic conditions that strangle them, and the social conditions 

that cripple them is a spiritually moribund religion awaiting burial. 2 

To me the only faith tradition up to the task of addressing racial, social, and 

economic inequity seemed to be Unitarian Universalism because it was 

non-creedal and based upon covenantal principles of right relationship. 

Social action is at the core of this faith tradition. 

After all, had not more than 500 UUs answered the Rev. Dr. King’s call to 

march with him in Selma in 1965? Had not Unitarian Universalist minister 

James Reeb and UU Viola Liuzzo died at the hands of white supremacists? 

Yet, I was puzzled when I learned that Unitarian Universalism as a 

movement has not grown substantially in the last 60 years since the two 

denominations joined together and is even starting to experience a decline 

like other churches and congregations in the United States.  

According to the Pew Forum for Religion and Public Life, the association of 

Americans with organized religious institutions is dropping and has been 

dropping consistently over the last decade.  In its 2014 national survey of 

religion in the United States, the Pew Forum concluded that nearly 23% of 

Americans surveyed claim to be “spiritual but not religious” and are not 

affiliated with any religious institutions.  That number is growing, particularly 

among the generation who came of age in this new millennium. 

It seems that Unitarian Universalism is becoming in the Rev. Dr. King’s 

words, a spiritually moribund religion awaiting burial in spite of our being a 

faith of “deeds not creeds.” 

I’ve pondered how this came to be and have found not only answers, but 

also solutions in the writings of the Rev. Dr. King. 

In my twelve years of being an active UU, I have noticed the tendency to 

downplay the fact that Unitarianism and Universalism are liberal Christian 

traditions largely arising out the Protestant Reformation. This distancing 

from, and even disavowal of, Christianity didn’t make sense to me.  
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I understand many Unitarian Universalists, myself included, feel harmed by 

the doctrines and dogma of Christianity, but I don’t think that is a reason to 

reject Jesus altogether. 

Jesus, a Jew, preached a radical, anti-materialistic, and anti-oppressive 

message, one the Roman Empire hated so much they executed him as a 

political dissident. 

I honestly think if Jesus were alive today, he would attend a UU church, 

well at least for a while.  The question is, “Would UUs really welcome him, 

a brown-skinned Palestinian Jew?” 

Or would we judge him to be crazy with all his mystical God-talk or lazy 

with all his ideas about the danger of material wealth and advice to not 

store up treasure on earth or stupid with his ideas of loving ones enemies? 

The Rev. Dr. King truly appreciated liberal Christian traditions like Unitarian 

Universalism.  In fact, he and his wife considered becoming Unitarian, but 

decided against it because they knew they “could never build a mass 

movement of black people if [they] were Unitarian.” 

Why? Well, to be frank, the Rev. Dr. King (like so many people of color 

back then and today) see us religious liberals completely, warts and all. By 

warts, I mean white and male and class privilege.  I mean cognitive 

dissonance which resides in our subconscious and of which we are quite 

unaware.  

The Rev. Dr. King recognized the limitations of UU theology noting that it 

can become “lost in a vocabulary … [and] too divorced from life,” that it 

“fails to answer certain vital questions … and … contact the masses.”   

Sadly, I must admit this is true. Although often cast as an effort to be more 

inclusive, the political correctness found in congregations can be stifling 

and cause UUs to lose focus on the reality outside our doors.  

Moreover, the intellectualism found in UU services and programs (and I do 

realize I am giving a sermon right now) tends to focus on the head more 

than the heart, which denies our humanity as emotional creatures who 

think, not the other way around.  It allows us to hide from ourselves, which 

is off-putting to many who might otherwise join our congregations or at 

least work with us on social action projects. 



As the Rev. Dr. King observed in “Where do we go from here?” and many 

other writings, there is something missing from liberal religious theology, 

like that of Unitarian Universalism. I think that missing element is the 

concept of sin. 

The Rev. Dr. King found liberal religious traditions to be “too sentimental 

concerning human nature … [leaning] toward a false idealism … [and 

overlooking] the fact that reason is darkened by sin.”  

In the face of racism, slavery, genocide and environmental degradation, 

Unitarian Universalism has had a difficult time accounting for why humans, 

even the most reasonable, can perpetuate incredible evil. This is a critical 

question for people who are marginalized and oppressed. 

They want some explanation for why this oppression is happening so that 

they can protect themselves and find healing. They are seeking a balm. 

Unfortunately, they are not finding it in UU congregations in spite of the lure 

of our covenant, ensconced in the Seven Principles. In fact, many seem to 

find more pain once they become involved in a UU congregation. 

Why? I think it’s because UUs, regardless of all the social actions we have 

done, have failed to do the critical work of recognizing our individual and 

collective sins, particularly around race, class, age, and gender. 

But we cannot begin to really see the marginalized among us, until we can 

see ourselves as we truly are. 

The Rev. Dr. King understood that white liberals were deceived about 

themselves and that in spite of their good intentions—remember the road to 

hell is paved with good intentions, they were infected with white privilege 

and suffered from cognitive dissonance. 

As I contemplated my own cognitive dissonance, it dawned on me that part 

of the discomfort to theistic language that has permeated Unitarian 

Universalist culture for the last 70 years may originate from the American 

cognitive dissonance, described by the Rev. Dr. King.  

You see, Jesus preached a social message that lifted up the oppressed. 

That message holds the privileged accountable to something greater than a 

certain social group or a country. It holds us accountable to all of creation. 



If we are privileged either by our race, gender, class, sexual orientation, 

age, or some combination thereof, we instinctively resist hearing such 

messages. 

We don’t want to be reminded that we may be complicit in supporting a 

socio-economic system that oppresses more than half of the population. 

But friends, facing that truth is the key to healing not only the marginalized 

among us, but ourselves of our moral injury. 

That is also the key to the future of all religions, including Unitarian 

Universalism. 

If we are to survive, let alone thrive, UUs must recognize as the Rev. Dr. 

King put it: 

We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a 

single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects all 

indirectly. 

Black Christian churches, like the one Ruby Bridges attended, incorporate 

that ethic.  I think the gospel song, written by our sibling of color and 

founder of the Love Tabernacle Church, Bishop Hezekiah Walker, sum it 

up well: 

I need you. You need me. 
We’re all a part of God’s body. … 
I won’t harm you with words from my mouth. 
I love you. I need you to survive. 
You are a part of me. I need you to survive.  

If we UUs want to remain relevant to the current day and age, we must 

commit to being “stonecatchers,” rather than stone throwers. 

That means we must embrace religion again, not run from it. 

We must reject UU exceptionalism and stop throwing stones at our 

Christian and theistic siblings by objecting every time someone mentions 

God in our churches or “correcting” them on the expression of their beliefs. 

We must be willing to sit in our discomfort and truly hear the truths 

communicated to us by the marginalized, like the Rev. Dr. King or a 

Palestinian, brown-skinned Jew, named Jesus. 



We must start seeing our anti-oppressive work as a spiritual practice. 

And especially if we are white, male, affluent or a combination thereof, we 

must accept that the bulk of that anti-oppressive work is aligning our 

subconscious with our conscience. 

This is not to say that attending rallies and protests, volunteering for 

organizations that are on the front lines of social justice, and giving financial 

support isn’t helpful. It is vital in the current paradigm. Yet, if that is all we 

do, collectively and individually, I fear America will be the same fifty years 

from now. 

But I have faith in you. 

Over the last few years many UU congregations, including this one, have 

started doing the self-reflection necessary to be true allies to the 

marginalized.  

I lift up the work of ADORE, particularly in reading Debby Irving’s Waking 

Up White last year and the formation of a gender discussion group this 

spring. 

That is real progress, but we can’t stop there because all of us are always 

works in progress. 

In so doing, UUs can be “stonecatchers” in covenant not just with other 

UUs, but also with all of creation. 


