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So far this November, we have been talking about

Unitarian and Universalist prophets and martyrs.  On

November 1, which, appropriately enough, is All Saint’s

day in the Christian calendar, Dr. Zizi Gellérd told us

about two martyrs from Transylvanian Unitarian history,

Francis David and her father, Imre Gellérd.  Last week,

we had a pulpit drama showing the Universalist prophet

John Murray in action.  

What is the difference between prophet and martyr?

The word martyr comes from the Greek word for witness,

and the role of the martyr is to provide a witness for

his or her faith by dying, so that his or her death
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will inspire the faith of others.  

The word prophet in our time is often used to

describe someone who foretells the future, but in the

Hebrew Bible, the central meaning is someone who is

chosen by God to deliver a message to society and its

leaders.  The prophet stands apart form society and

criticizes it in the name of God, usually on direct

orders from God.

As I mentioned last week, UU theologian James

Luther Adams described our movement as “the prophethood

of all believers,” meaning that each of us is called to

be a prophet, to stand apart from the world and to hold

it up to criticism in the name of the holy.

In 1921, minister L. B. Fisher said,

“Universalists are often asked where they stand. The
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only true answer to give to this question is that we do

not stand at all, we move.”  

 What Rev. Fisher meant was that Unitarians and

Universalists move in the world and try to change it

for the better. For over the years Unitarians and

Universalists and, since the 1961 merger, Unitarian

Universalists have been involved in many movements to

try to make this world more just. 

I want to turn this question around this morning

to ask, what moves us? 

What moves us to action?  If we are prophets, what

are we prophets of, in whose name do we speak?   We

have a diversity of beliefs about God.  Over more than

two centuries, Unitarians and Universalists have fought

against slavery, the death penalty, censorship, the
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disenfranchisement of women, war, poverty, drunkenness. 

In the short history of this church we have opposed the

war in Iraq, we have stood for equal marriage and

proudly flown the rainbow flag, we have engaged in a

thousand other channels, large and small, to make the

world a better place.  This congregation is typical of

many UU churches, in that the actions of individuals,

often acting outside the church, to make the world a

better place, are larger than the official social

action program of the church.   

But what motivates us, and specifically, what

religious levers are there for these actions?  You in

the pews may not feel that you have a religious

motivation.  You may think that you just happen to go

to a UU church and that you engage in social action,
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but you don’t really connect the two.  

What I want to do argue here is that social action

has always been woven into the warp and weft of our

religion.  We are a movement church, but we are a

movement church in a different way than a Roman

Catholic or Methodist church may be devoted to social

action.  What I want to do is tease out of our history

a few of the liberal theological roots of social

justice.  Because we are a church without a creed, I

can’t draw a direct line from any specific doctrine to

social justice; nor would I dare presume to tell you

what theological ideas do or should motivate you in

your justice-making.  Rather it is my hope that I may

be able to give you here a little glimpse of some

thoughts others have had by which you can reflect on
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why you do the things you might do. 

There is no way to be comprehensive in the space

of one sermon, so out of the many strands of liberal

thought I want to talk here about four ideas which may

move us to do social justice work: natural theology,

salvation by character, the parenthood of god and the

beloved community.

Natural theology was an idea in the Eighteenth

Century which basically said we can know God through

common sense, the use of our five senses, and reason,

without resorting to special revelation as contained in

the Bible or church doctrine.  It was the brainchild of

philosopher John Locke, but one of the most prominent

places natural theology pops up in is our national

founding document, the Declaration of Independence. 
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The colonists, casting about for some justification for

separating themselves from England, hit upon the idea

that they were entitled to be separate by natural law:

the separate and equal station to which the laws of

nature and natures God entitle them.  

The God who is invoked in these sentences is not

Jahweh or Elohim of the Hebrew Bible, not the three-in-

one Godhead of the doctrine of the Trinity, not Allah

or Shiva or any other divinity revealed in any other

scripture.  By what power are the American colonists in

the first sentence entitled to their separate and equal

station?  By the laws of nature and nature’s God.  Laws

which any person can find out for herself, by reading

in the book of nature.  A God approachable by anyone.  

It is this God, Nature’s God, who created all men
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equal.  The rights which are bestowed, among them life

and liberty, are inalienable.  They are as much a part

of the natural order of things as the inverse square

law, in Jefferson’s view.  The God who gave us life

gave us liberty at the same time, Jefferson wrote, The

hand of force may destroy but cannot disjoin them.  

The God of the Hebrew and Christian Bible is a

particularist: he makes special covenants with Noah,

with Abraham, Jacob and Moses.  He shows special favor

to the Jewish people.   This special dispensation is

extended, in St. Paul’s theory, to all those who accept

the Lordship of Jesus Christ.  “there is no longer Jew

or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no

longer male or female;” for good reason, this was one

of Martin Luther King’s favorite passages. 
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But the Natural theology of Jefferson was by its

terms universal,  extending a certain set of basic

legal rights to all people: equality, life, liberty and

the pursuit of happiness.  Because these words have

become so deeply graven on our hearts, it is hard to

realize how radical they were at the time.  To say that

all people were created equal was to belie the entirety

of human history to that point, which assumed that the

differences in power and wealth between people were as

divinely ordained as the divine right of kings to rule

over nations.  And what was more amazing was to do it

without reference to any higher authority than nature

and a God who could be found therein.  

From our present vantage point, we can see a host

of problems with this, of which I’ll mention two:  (1) 
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the individual who penned the ideals so nobly set forth

in the Declaration and the individuals who voted for

them were far from realizing them.  Jefferson was a

slaveholder to the end of his life.  We have never

fully realized the ideal of equality.

But a more basic objection to this natural

theology is that it is most unnatural.  If we are using

our powers of observation and reason, we will see that

people are not created equal, they are created very

diverse – varying colors, varying shapes, varying

sizes, profoundly unequal distribution of measurable

quantities like IQ, strength, endurance, and of course

profoundly unequal distribution of wealth, innate

abilities and character.   Moreover, the modern view of

human nature given by evolution shows that the
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Jeffersonian view of society as a voluntary compact of

individuals bears little relation to what we find in

human history.  Humans are hard-wired as social

creatures and up until our New England Ancestors

developed congregational democracy in the Mayflower

Compact of 1620 and the Cambridge Covenant of 1648, the

world had never seen a society formed by the voluntary

agreement of its members.  

Yet the ideals have a force of their own: Lincoln

used the ideals of the Declaration in his Gettysburg

address, interpreting the Civil War as a testing ground

for whether a nation dedicated to the proposition that

all were created equal could long endure.   Martin

Luther King, Jr. used them in 1963. 

So when we think of the fences that divide us, of
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sex and race and class and sexual orientation, our

thoughts are guided by the natural theology which is

woven into the Declaration.  This is not specifically

Unitarian – Jefferson later had some good things to say

about the Unitarians, but he never joined a Unitarian

church.  But it is part of the background of

Enlightenment thinking out of which Unitarianism was

born. 

A more specifically Unitarian idea is that of

Salvation by character.   Unitarians rejected the

trinity, but they wanted in the early years to stay

Christian.   So they developed the notion that the most

important thing about Jesus was his character, and the

duty of his followers was to imitate that character. 

Thus, what was important in achieving salvation was not
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how many times you went to mass or what creed you

recited, but how you lived your life.  This is shown

best in Unitarian literature of the mid-Nineteenth

century.  A Christmas Carol was written by Dickens when

he was in his most Unitarian phase, and the idea that

Scrooge achieves salvation through resolving to change

his ways and be more Christ-like is pure salvation by

character.  A similar example is Hawthorne’s the

Scarlet Letter.  Hester Prynne, whose character was

modeled on the real life Transcendentalist feminist

intellectual Margaret Fuller, keeps the paternity of

her child secret though she is sorely tempted to name

the father, sacrificing her happiness for his, and by

the end of the book the scarlet A which she is required

to wear on her chest ceases to stand for adulteress and
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stands instead for Angel.  She has achieved salvation

through character. 

Now how does this relate to social justice?  Well,

if we are trying to use Jesus as a model, we will

imitate his radical inclusivity.  For a Jew in the

first century, the rules of table fellowship were very

strict: you only dined with people who were ritually

pure and socially acceptable, which in practice meant

other Jews. Jesus, however, dined with prostitutes,

sinners, tax collectors, Gentiles.  Liberation

theology, which is a kind of reinvention of salvation

by character in the twentieth century, holds that

Jesus’ way of life expresses a preferential option for

the poor.  You get a glimpse of this in the

instructions which Jesus gave his followers in the



-15-

tenth chapter of Matthew: he dispatched his disciples

to the towns around the Sea of Galilee without sandals

or purse or food, making them vulnerable and dependent

on the kindness of strangers.  

 Just as natural theology has its drawbacks, there

are some problems with salvation by character.  Too

often in Boston Brahmin culture, salvation by character

led into noblesse oblige: we the rich and powerful will

help you, the less fortunate because of our great

liberality of character.  We are whole and well and you

are broken and suffering and aren’t we great to shower

on you our largesse when we don’t have to?  This is the

kind of social action which erects as many fences as it

overcomes.  

A third idea comes from the Universalist side of
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our heritage: it is the idea that God is the common

source of all that is, and therefore we are connected

to every other person as children of God.  The reason

we care about the other is that the other, like us, is

a child of God.  This is literally the universal

brotherhood and sisterhood of the human race.  It is

expressed in the early Unitarian statements of belief

as the brotherhood of man.  The refrain from an African

American Christmas carol goes

If anybody asks you who I am, 

who I am, who I am,

if anybody asks you who I am,

tell them I’m a child of God.  

Notice how the relation to God is shifted here. 

In natural theology, humans were the creations of God,
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as a clay bowl is the creation of the potter.  To say

we are children of God is to make God the ancestor, the

parent, not the fabricator.  It’s a more intimate

relationship.  It puts God in the family, which in

effect, expands the reach of the family to embrace the

whole human species.  

Your family connection to every other human

implies you have a duty to seek justice for them.  Who

do you call on for help if you get arrested, who will

go your bail?  You would call on your spouse or your

mother or your brother.  But if we are all brothers and

spouses, we all have an obligation to see that

injustice is eliminated.  As Dr. King says, injustice

anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. 

Now many of you are saying by now, this is all
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well and good for people who still buy the concept of

God, but I don’t and so this has no relation to

anything I would do.  There are those among us who

don’t relate to the God of the Hebrew Bible, and there

are those who don’t relate to God of Nature either.  We

still use the rhetoric that all people are created

equal, but we’re not sure of the identity of the

creator.   We don’t believe in an afterlife, so the

whole salvation by character concept of getting to

heaven by imitating Jesus doesn’t mean much.  And the

concept of children of God doesn’t mean much if you

can’t say there is a God.  

And yet many among us who do not believe in a God

will believe in the power of love.  It is bedrock

Universalist doctrine that God is love.  The choir
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director in Wakefield, Jeff Workman, is a militant

humanist, and he used to always ask me, if God is love,

why do we have to talk about God at all, why don’t we

just talk about love?  I never had a good answer to

that.  

In fact, since the late Nineteenth century, people

have been working on a non-theistic way to express some

of the ideas that I have been setting out here.  As I

mentioned a few weeks ago, Josiah Royce, a philosopher

at Harvard, came up with the notion of love as the

foundation of the social order towards which we should

be moving, and he called this the Beloved Community. 

This notion was picked up by Gandhi and by Martin

Luther King, Jr.  It is a way to understand the Kingdom

of God, a secular salvation, a heaven we can create in
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the here and now. 

We are the embodiment of this love.  Traditional

Universalists would say we are God’s body.  We are

God’s hands.  God acts through us.  In 1900, the great

Universalist preacher Quillen Shinn wrote these words

which sum up this idea:

God works through instrumentalities. We are

all to be agents. A Universalist who is idle,

doing nothing to make his doctrine true, is a

counterfeit.

It is ironic that one of the best contemporary

expressions of this idea is the present campaign at the

UUA national level called “Standing on the Side of Love.”

This movement, started under former President Bill

Sinkford and continued under our current President Peter
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Morales, has worked for equal marriage across the

country, has opposed restrictions on immigration and

scored a notable victory recently when it was one of the

forces which successfully pressured CNN and its

xenophobic newsman Lou Dobbs to have him taken off the

air.  

The irony is in the name, for the famous answer up

until recently to the question of where we stand is that

of L.B. Fisher, we don’t stand, we move.  Now we have a

new answer: we stand on the side of love.  

This campaign is a fine one, and has done some fine

things, but I kind of like that old answer: we do not

stand, we move.  What is it that moves us?  I have given

you four answers here: the idea from natural theology

that all are created equal; the idea of salvation by
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character; the idea that we are all children of God, and

the idea that we should work toward the Beloved

Community, making love real in the world.  But it is not

just these ideas. It is not just one belief or four.  It

is the sum of all our ideas and beliefs that have led to

a proud history of opposing injustice, from the 1790

Universalist resolution against the death penalty to the

anti-slavery agitation of Charles Follen in the 1820s to

the campaign for women’s suffrage of Susan B. Anthony to

the founding of the NAACP and the ACLU by John Haynes

Homes to the civil rights martyrdom of James Reeb and

Viola Liuzzo and all our work on marriage equality of the

present day.  We are a church of deeds, not creeds.

Whatever the word you value, be ye doers of the word, and

not hearers only.  We are all called to be prophets.
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It’s not just what you’re born with, 

it’s what you choose to bear

It’s not how large your share is,

But how much you can share;

For it’s not the fights you dreamed of

But those you really fought,

Its not just what you’re given,

But what you do with what you’ve got. 

Amen.


