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I first started thinking about tidal wave of justice coming to-
ward us a few years ago. It has been the image that has most 
animated my thoughts since early in 2015. I am not crazy 
about that image for justice making that we often use — the 
moral arc of the Universe bending toward justice — it’s far-
away and we are just observing. Tidal waves come at you, 


At that time, early 2015: I was seeing six social movements 
that were potentially remaking our social order:  the movement 
for back lives, the movement for reproductive justice, for 
movement for immigrant rights, the movement for a $15 mini-
mum wage, the people mobilized for climate justice, the 
movement for transgender protection and affirmation, when all 
these social movements seemed to so strong and even as-
cendent. 


I could imagine that we might reach a moment when hope and 
history rhyme. 
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I could hope for a radical re-imagining of the way the peoples 
of this continent governed themselves.


It seems now, like a different world, just a few years ago. 


But —- we still live in the same country. 


All the same energy against racism, against injustice, against 
oppression and exploitation are still among us. It is just that 
we have been reminded that a social movement also exists 
that opposes our energies. After all, every action creates an 
equal and opposing reaction. And that social movement that 
opposes justice, inclusion, and progress has been empowered 
by electoral victory at the highest level. 


 America is like two angry cats in a bag. 


I have read about tidal waves, and one of the things I have 
learned is that before all that water comes rushing in, it first 
has to go out. Before a tsunami hits, the water along the shore 
is sucked out, away from the land, gathering its volume and 
power before it comes smashing back in. 
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They say that if you are ever at the beach and you see the wa-
ter start to dramatically pull back, it is not the time to go out 
and hunt for shells in the newly exposed ocean floor, but it is 
time to run. 


So, right now, I think that the water has pulled back from the 
shore; the tide has gone out, exposing a lot of ugly stuff that 
had been submerged and invisible. 


I did not anticipate this moment in time, a Trump Presidency, 
with all that it has brought with it, but in retrospect, it was 
naive on my part to not expect something like it: an aggressive 
reassertion of the old ways, the old order, now injured and an-
gry and desperate. 


America is still two angry cats in a bag. 


All those rising social movements, from before the election, 
are still around. Now, they are the “resistance.” 
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Oh, to be alive in a time such as this is a blessing. It is times 
like this, times that are scary, and when things seem to be 
spinning out of control, that ordinary people can push the 
world toward change. What we do everyday, how we choose 
to participate, where we put our time, and where contribute 
our money, and to what do we pay attention, how much hope 
we will muster and whether we give in to cynicism and despair 
— at such a time as this, we make the world anew and make a 
new tomorrow.


There is a lot going on; a groundswell of civic engagement: 
marches and demonstrations, town hall meetings for members 
of Congress have been explosive. Last week, it was a march 
about taxes. Yesterday, a march about Science.


There has been a lot going on within Unitarian Universalism as 
well. Unitarian Universalists of Color have challenged Unitarian 
Universalism to look at what we have done over the long years 
of our history to make us and keep us “predominantly white,” 
as the phrase goes. How have we unconsciously, semi-con-
sciously and consciously pushed people of color away, and to 
the margins? 
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There will be an extended discussion of this history, and how it 
has been received by UU’s of color, this Spring. 


But I ask you to think about that discussion in the context of 
everything else going on the country right now — this resis-
tance movement. 


We have to be clear about who we are, and where we come 
from, and why we would welcome a tidal wave of justice, with 
all its awesome power. 


Who are Unitarian Universalists? How did we get here? 


What we have learned through our own experience as a reli-
gious movement, especially in the area of public ministry?


So, let me tell you my interpretation of our contemporary UU 
history — just in my lifetime.


When I was a child, here in Lexington, the nation, as a whole,  
was in the midst of an officially sponsored effort to promote 
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public religiosity and piety. You can read all about this in Pro-
fessor Kevin Kruse’s book “Under God”. Religious belief and 
practice was defined as part of “americanism.” America was a 
‘god-fearing nation’ fighting the ‘godless Communists’ of the 
Soviet Union and Red China. It was during this period of time 
that the phrase ‘In God We Trust’ was engraved on our cur-
rency and the phrase ‘Under God’ was added to the Pledge of 
Allegiance. 


National Prayer Breakfasts were convened by political and 
business leaders. 


The National Advertisers Council, made up of the leading Ad-
vertising Agencies’ and the corporations that hired them pro-
moted weekly church attendance on billboards, newspapers, 
radio and the emerging television networks. Church atten-
dance rose all during the 1950’s reaching its peak in 1959. 


In 1952, the last Unitarian candidate for the Presidency of the 
United States, Adlai Stevenson, was defeated by a Pres-
byterian, Dwight D. Eisenhower, who had publicly identified 
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himself with the movement for this broadly mainline civic reli-
gion, forming a close public friendship with Rev. Billy Graham.


Religion and religious belief were, in those days, cultural ex-
pectations. 


My hunch is that the contemporary history of Unitarianism, 
and Universalism, begins in this era.


In the later 40’s and 50’s, as the culture as a whole was be-
coming pressured to be more religious, more pious, Unitarians 
were moving against that pressure, an idea that we were very 
familiar with was becoming the core of our religious identity.: 
the idea of religious freedom. We were non-conformists, 
marching to the beat of a different drum.


In that period of time, the main content of our Unitarian public 
witness was the defense of the separation of church and 
state. 


For example, after my father left Follen church, he went to 
Westminster Chapel in Providence. There he got active in a 
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very typical political issue of the day: the Roman Catholic 
church had proposed that public school children be released 
from public school early one day a week to be transported to 
their local churches for religious instruction. Almost all of the 
churches supported this proposal; but only a small a coalition 
of Jews and Unitarians were opposed. 


Sometimes people now joke that the Unitarian church is the 
Democratic Party at prayer — if anything, back then, we were 
the ACLU at thoughtful meditation. 


To sum up, at the time my father served Follen, Unitarianism 
and Universalism was defined by the belief in individual reli-
gious freedom — people ought to be free to make their own 
religious opinions. People should not compelled by external 
authorities to violate their own consciences.


That belief in freedom led us into broad sympathy with the 
Civil Rights Movement throughout the 50’s and into the 60’s. 
UU’s could understand people fighting against external restric-
tions that were imposed by other people. Our history with the 
Civil Rights movement of that era is well known to us.
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But then we followed that impulse into alignment with more 
versions of the freedom spirit: the women’s movement, the 
LGBTQ movement, the youth movement, the anti draft move-
ment, the antiwar movement. 


We were following the thread of religious freedom into opposi-
tion, opposition to most everything. 


When I was high schooler 15 or 16 years later, mid-60’, the 
challenge that Unitarians made of themselves was — we 
wanted freedom, but that was just a freedom from; but what 
did we want freedom for? We knew what we were against, 
what we were for? It was time of negation, of negativity. 


As we all know, the cultural tide shifted at the end of 70’s.


Eventually, in the 1980’s, UU’s answered that question “tell me 
what you are for” by putting forward an idealistic and utopian 
view of how the world and congregations ought to work. UU 
Women led us into that direction.
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We summarized our more positive view in the Seven Princi-
ples. The Seven Principles describe the way that we thought 
the world ought to work: everyone worthy, systems of fairness 
and equity, justice and democracy and mutual respect. It was 
a vision not only of the world made fair and all her people one, 
it was the operating manual for our congregations. 


Look what happened: We had learned that individual freedom 
had to be supported in the context of free, fair, democratic, re-
spectful communities. We started with a commitment to indi-
vidual freedom and that led us to our own vision of the 
Beloved Community.  


When we tried to implement that: we learned some more. Our 
practical experience with the Welcoming Congregation Pro-
gram showed us the difference between having a policy that 
says all are welcome here, and actually changing ourselves to 
end the practices that exclude people.


And since then we have learned together that it is the systems 
of oppression that rule our world is what prevents the Beloved 
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Community from really take place. It’s systemic racism, and 
systemic sexism and all the rest.


Individual Freedom leads to Beloved Community and Beloved 
Community leads to confronting systems of exclusion. 


We have been radicalized. Not all of us as individuals, but as 
an intellectual and religious tradition.


And one way that we have been radicalized is not only be-
cause we see the interconnection between the systemic op-
pressions that limit people (what people now call the intersec-
tionality of oppression), we have also come to understand that 
those systems of oppression and exclusion are out there, in 
here and in here.


And other people have been following a similar path. They 
start with one grievance and end up seeing all the intercon-
nected systems, and they want big changes. 
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America is two cats in a bag. This will be a difficult and un-
comfortable period of American history. Peace and tranquillity 
are a long way off, it seems like a miracle, maybe. 


Seamus Heaney asks us to believe that further shore is reach-
able from here, even though it is to believe in a miracle. He 
reminds us that if there’s a fire on the mountain of lightening 
and storm, that new life is at its term.


so Blessing upon you all, on your work, on your hopes and on 
your children, live with love and determination this week and 
be back here next Sunday.! 



