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The Promise and the Practice Sunday 

 

Call to Worship 

We are in the season of Advent, at time of watching, waiting, 

and hopeful anticipation. Every year, along with churches all 

over the world, we tell the story of a man whose promise 

seemed invincible. Yet Jesus was simply human, and the empire 

of his time hunted him, taunted him, and killed him. They 

wanted the people to think the promise had been broken forever. 

But his story of miracles and rebellion and revolutionary love 

never died. Every December the baby and his promise are 

reborn.  

 

This Sunday we are also answering the call of the Unitarian 

Universalist Association in honoring the Black Lives of UU 

community and the hopes we have for our faith, in a service 

called “The Promise and the Practice.” Some promises take 

years to put into practice. And yet the hope lives on. And so, 

Happy Advent, happy holidays and holy days, Merry Christmas. 

Joy can live even in the broken places. Let us worship together. 
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Readings  

As I said earlier, we are taking part in the UUA’s “The Promise 

and the Practice” Sunday. Part of what that means is listening to 

words of our black siblings in faith. Our reading today is both a 

poem by United Church of Christ minister Rev. Dr. Barbara A. 

Holmes, and a reflection on that poem by UU minister Rev. 

Kimberly Quinn Johnson—and then I’ll follow them with a 

reflection of my own. Rev. Holmes is the President of the 

United Theological Seminary of the Twin Cities. Her poem is 

excerpted from her book, “Joy Unspeakable: Contemplative 

Practices of the Black Church.” Rev. Johnson, serves a UU 

congregation in New Jersey and a member of the Black Lives of 

UU community. Her piece is titled “Black Joy.” 

 

http://fortresspress.com/author/barbara-holmes
http://fortresspress.com/author/barbara-holmes
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Reading:  

“Joy Unspeakable” by Rev. Dr. Barbara A. Holmes 

 

Joy Unspeakable 

is not silent, 

it moans, hums, and bends 

to the rhythm of a dancing universe…. 

For our free African ancestors, 

joy unspeakable is drum talk… 

For enslaved Africans during the 

Middle Passage, 

joy unspeakable is the surprise 

of living one more day… 

For Africans in bondage 

 in the Americas, 

joy unspeakable is the moment of 

mystical encounter 

when God tiptoes into the hush arbor… 

Joy unspeakable is humming 

“how I got over” 

After swimming safely 

to the other shore of a swollen Ohio river 

when you know that you can’t swim. 

 

http://fortresspress.com/author/barbara-holmes
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Reading: “Black Joy” by Rev. Kimberly Quinn Johnson 

 

When theologian Barbara A. Holmes talks about “joy 

unspeakable,” she’s talking specifically about how the 

contemplative practices of the Black church have sustained 

Black people in America through suffering and survival. More 

than referring to a particular church or denomination, this 

experience is collective and transhistorical. It’s also a different 

expression of Black religion than I’m expected to exhibit, as a 

Black woman. 

On more than one occasion, [Rev. Johnson writes] I’ve had a 

particular mode of black worship projected onto me: the more 

charismatic modes of Black worship that we’re so familiar with 

— the shout, the stomp, the song. That particular style of Black 

worship sometimes strikes me as a caricature of joy — a shallow 

stereotype. I see this in the expectation that more “black” 

worship will bring more lively singing, more rhythmic clapping, 

more energetic worship. I see this in the anxiety that more 

“black” worship will bring more lively singing, more rhythmic 

clapping, more energetic worship. The shout. The stomp. The 

song. 

But this caricature – this stereotype – is a narrow sliver of the 

complexity and the richness of black spirituality and black 

worship. 
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The modes of black spirituality that are most powerful, 

nourishing and nurturing for me aren’t the stomp, shout or song. 

Instead, I think of the rock, the sway, the bend, the moan, the 

hum. And I think of these things done in community. I marvel 

that in the midst of sadness and sorrow, in the midst of feeling 

the effects of generations of trauma wrought by racism and 

white supremacy, we can still find joy with each other. We are 

finding joy in each other. 

[Rev. Johnson continues] I call it Black Joy because I am Black 

and it is the joy that I have been familiar with my whole life. It 

is the joy that I have learned from Black people. It is the joy 

created through our collective healing — our laying down of 

burdens, to be picked up and shared by our people, our 

community. This is not joy in spite of suffering — a mask put on 

to hide pain, an armor put on to push through pain. This is an 

embrace, holding and soothing us in our suffering. This Black 

Joy, is joy created through our being together. This Black Joy 

reminds me that I am not alone, that trouble don’t last always, 

that I am held and carried forward by a power beyond what I can 

comprehend. 

I call it Black Joy, but I want to offer it — to the extent that it is 

mine to offer — to this faith. One of my gifts to Unitarian 

Universalism is the suggestion that joy is ours. We are the 

people who commit to justice, equity, and compassion. We are 

the people who aspire to world community with peace, liberty 
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and justice for all. We are the people who affirm our 

interdependence with each other and the universe itself. I want 

to challenge Unitarian Universalism and Unitarian Universalists 

to claim Joy. 

[Rev. Johnson concludes] Unitarian Universalist Joy will require 

a different way of imagining ourselves and a different way of 

being with each other. Claiming the possibility of Unitarian 

Universalist joy requires making space for the surprise that 

Holmes describes. Claiming the possibility of Unitarian 

Universalist joy requires slowing down to hear the talk of the 

drum — pausing to move to the rhythms of the drum. Unitarian 

Universalist joy requires opening to the possibility of the 

mystical encounter. Unitarian Universalist joy requires 

embodying this faith differently than many of us are accustomed 

to. 

   

Here ends the reading. 
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Homily: “The Promise and the Practice” 

 

“The Promise and the Practice.” I like that. A promise can be 

made in an instant, but keeping that promise is a practice. Our 

congregation made a promise last spring to become an 

intentionally anti-racist congregation, and we re-affirmed that 

promise this fall when we put up our Black Lives Matter banner. 

And we are trying to practice our promise. A month ago our 

congregational President, Simon Horsburgh, brought back to our 

governing body Program Council a mission to each Action 

Team. In light of the resolution and the seven promises we 

made—how must we re-examine and re-direct our work? How 

can the every day work of our seven action teams Religious 

Education …Pastoral Care …Finance and Human Resources 

…and the others, find ways to bring an intentionally anti-racist, 

anti-oppressive lens to our congregational life and community-

building? And, in the spirit of Rev. Johnson’s words—how can 

we see this calling as a joyful gift, an opportunity, a celebration 

of everything we want to be? 

 

Our worship theme this month, in a total coincidence, is 

Promise.  

As the story goes, Christmas is a big Promise that God made to 

humans.  
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God said, “Okay humans, a few thousand years ago, I promised 

I would bring you a savior. Here you go!”  

And he gave a poor, teenage, homeless refugee a pregnancy that 

turned into a baby born in a barn.  

God didn’t give a perfect untouchable Angel.  

God gave a human baby that was totally vulnerable, totally 

reliant on his human parents to keep him safe so he could live 

and grow.  

The promise was in a baby.  

The practice was everything it took to keep that baby alive  

in a harsh world that wanted him dead,  

the practice was giving him the 33 years he had to share his 

message of revolutionary love.  

The practice is a lot harder than the promise. 

 

First the promise. Then the practice.  

It reminds me a little of wedding vows. Two people vow to love 

each other, honor each other, cherish each other. And then you 

practice living what that love means, day in and day out. It can 

be hard to practice a promise when the laundry is piling up and 

the baby is crying and both of you had bad days at work. But it’s 

not the promises and the party that make a marriage: it’s the 

practice. Day in, day out, trying and failing and trying again. 

And—the promise is joyful! And the practice can be too.  
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I have another example of a joyful promise you made me  

that I know will be fulfilled in practice.  

When you called me as your minister,  

you promised me a sabbatical every 5 to 7 years.  

This is my fifth year—so some time in the next year or two,  

I will take 4 or 5 months of sabbatical.  

I haven’t decided exactly when yet— 

I’m trying to work around our big building project.  

 

And speaking of our big building project,  

talk about another joyful promise put into practice.  

The Capital Campaign is a big promise we make to each other. 

And putting that promise into practice  

will be a big time of transition and building and then:  

we live into the promises we made.  

 

Our offertory was for the Black Lives of UU, and if you want to 

give but didn’t bring a checkbook, we’ll receive checks  

in the church office for another week or two.  

One thing that makes this commitment to Black Lives of 

Unitarian Universalism so meaningful is that the UUA has made 

similar promises to support UUs of color before, and failed 

dramatically to practice its promises.  

That failed promise-keeping has been called “The Black 

Empowerment Controversy” but it is much more accurately 
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called, in the words of Jean Ott, “The White Controversy over 

Black Empowerment”!  

 

I’ll tell you the story—much simplified.  

In the 1960s, UU commitment to the civil rights movement was 

high.  

We were sending ministers and members  

to the South, to marches, to protests.  

At the 1966 Unitarian Universalist General Assembly (GA),  

the keynote address was delivered by none other than Rev. Dr. 

Martin Luther King Jr. himself.  

Yet the denomination historically had not given support to 

African-Americans within its midst.  

As Rev. Mark Morrison-Reed, one of our most prominent black 

UU ministers and scholars,  

gives background in his book “Darkening the Doorways.”  

He writes that practice had been for years 

“Black folks came to UU congregations,  

not the other way around.”   

There was lots of talk of racial justice,  

but within the denomination,  

few were managing to build real coalitions and relationships. 

  

A year after the address by Dr. King,  
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black UUs returned to General Assembly in 1967 and were 

deeply frustrated at the lack of change.  

Rev. Morrison-Reed described the background:  

Riots were devastating cities, 

 

Civil rights had changed the law but had proven ineffective 

at remedying black poverty; liberal religion had failed to 

address the experience of blackness or to settle an African 

American in a major pulpit.  

 

At the 1967 General Assembly the Black Unitarian Universalist 

Caucus (BUUC) Steering Committee was formed.  

 

They insisted that their agenda be voted up or down 

without debate, and that included a resolution that $1 

million (12 percent of the UUA budget) be directed toward 

the black community over a period of four years. 

 

Rev. Morrison-Reed writes: 

Although the all-or-nothing tactic worked with the socially 

committed Euro-Americans at the conference, over the long 

haul it was doomed to fail—because ultimately UUs are 

wedded to individualism and reflexively distrust and resist 

authority, whatever the cause. 
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The decision of the General Assembly to set aside democratic 

discussion and support the agenda of the Black UU Caucus sent 

shockwaves through the system.  

Congregations were divided and friendships ended.  

The UUA Board had no idea what to do, and created a plan that 

completely missed the point of the promise.  

Meanwhile, cities were still burning,  

and in April 1968, Martin Luther King was murdered.  

 

June 1968 brought yet another General Assembly and tensions 

were extremely high.  

The promise had been made but no funding had been received, 

no changes actually made.  

Once again, the General Assembly voted to fund the Black 

Caucus 1 million dollars.  

But after General Assembly, the UUA board discovered that the 

UUA was practically bankrupt under the leadership of the 

President at the time, Dana Greeley.  

The Board decided to solve this problem by going back on the 

promise to the Black Caucus, and decided to give them only a 

quarter of a million dollars, no more.  

 

At the next General Assembly in Boston in June 1969,  

the promise and the practice had been deferred too many times 

to allow Robert’s Rules of Order to continue.  
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Representatives from the Black Caucus commandeered the 

microphone and the agenda.  

But the delegates of the Assembly would not hear them out. 

Angry and sad, the Black UU Caucus and all its supporters—

hundreds and hundreds of people— 

walked out, regrouping at Arlington St. Church in Boston.  

 

After they walked out the General Assembly delegates 

remaining decided to re-affirm the pledge of 1 million dollars.  

But that promise, too, was empty. 

 

After that 1969 GA, financial fall-out at the UUA continued.  

At that GA, a new president had been elected, Bob West.  

He discovered the financial state of UUA was even worse than 

had been imagined.  

He cut the UUA’s budget almost in half, and lengthened the 

timeline for the fulfillment of the pledge to the Black Caucus.  

That was the last straw,  

a symbol to many black UUs that white people would always 

drag their feet when it came to the work of racial justice.  

The Black UU Caucus disaffiliated from the UUA.  

 

Rev. Morrison-Reed wrote in 2011: 
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… Portraying the empowerment controversy as an 

institutional failure is short-sighted and misleading.  

 

The UUA stumbled, and had to, but it also set the scene for 

women, lesbian and gay people, the disabled, Hispanics, 

and other marginalized groups in the UUA to speak out, 

claim their space, and make demands.  

 

These identity groups also experienced resistance, but the 

outcry was neither as prolonged nor as intense.  

Who today would challenge an oppressed group’s right  

to gather together to explore its identity,  

formulate a strategy,  

and take a stance?  

Never again since 1969 has the UUA Board of Trustees, 

Nominating Committee, or Commission on Appraisal  

been without significant African-American representation. 

Never again would we produce a hymnal or religious 

education materials without reference to African-American 

experience. […] 

[Morrison-Reed finishes, saying] Unitarian Universalists 

never stopped trying.  

Reticently, clumsily, episodically, UUs continue to lurch 

along.  
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Euro-Americans have come to see that it is their own 

racism and cultural illiteracy they are called to address. 

This is what always needed to happen… 

Now, almost 50 years later, the Black Lives Matter movement 

has inspired the nation and our faith.  

The Black Lives of UU community formed and,  

like the communities of color before it,  

began to call our movement towards a better lived expression  

of our values—to practice what we preach.  

And once again, we came to that moment— 

where we acknowledge that it takes money to do ministry.  

And it takes more money to do more ministry.  

It was time to do the work of reconciliation  

with our time, our talent and our treasure.  

It was time to make a promise—and then keep it.  

The Promise and the Practice. 

 

Keeping this promise can be something we do with joy. 

The Advent of a new day, a new hope. 

This is not a burden, but a gift. 

We have lost so many chances, squandered so many 

opportunities, and yet here we are,  

with a new way open before us. 

 

As Rev. Kimberly Johnson writes,  
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“This is not joy in spite of suffering….  

This is an embrace, holding and soothing us in our 

suffering.  

This Black Joy, is joy created through our being together. 

This Black Joy reminds me that I am not alone,  

that trouble don’t last always, that I am held and carried 

forward by a power beyond what I can comprehend.  

That joy is ours.” 

 

We can joyfully embody this faith,  

joyfully answer the call to reconcilation,  

joyfully build relationships and seek racial justice.  

My friends,  

whether our joy moves us to stomp, shout, or sing; 

whether our joy moves us to rock, sway, bend, moan, or hum;  

or whether our joy simply compels us  

to keep lurching along, clumsily but joyfully,  

on the path towards justice— 

my friends, there is no wrong way to heal the world.  

 

May it be so. Amen.  
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