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In 1997, the Unitarian Universalist General Assembly passed a Business 
Resolution calling upon the Unitarian Universalist Association, in all its 
many forms, to be an anti-racist and multi-cultural religious movement. 
  
I believe that that Resolution is as good a starting point for the main  story 
of 21st Unitarian Universalism, a story that is still going on. The main gist 
of the story is this:  

Black Unitarian Universalists pushed, and sometimes dragged, 
White UU’s into what is now a 25 year engagement with their expe-
rience with liberal religion, an engagement which is transforming 
Unitarian Universalist theology, liturgy, and ecclesiology. This trans-
formation will prove to be as sweeping to UUism as was the 
Women’s transformation of UUism in the 1970’s and 80’s.   

  
Here are some of the highlights of that process since that 1997 Resolu-
tion.  
  
The Resolution called for educational programs on anti-racism trainings 
in congregations and there have many since then. Those have  been 
slow-going, not getting into the heart of the congregation, but often con-
fined to a smaller group of activists. Robin DeAngelo of the book “White 
Fragility”, describes the tendency of white people to become anxious and  
to shut down when it comes to discussing race and racism. White people 
do not think often about race, because they operate in white spaces. 
When they are asked to talk about race, they are often overwhelmed by 
guilt and shame, and want to withdraw from the conversation. White UU’s 
are especially prone to white fragility, because they are so committed to 
what we defined as ‘racial liberalism’, so they/we get defensive and with-
draw as soon as the conversation gets beyond remembering Selma. The  
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latest instance of the long effort to raise our understanding of race and 
racism was the teach-ins of White Supremacy Culture. 

A second highlight of this period is the publication of Mark Morrison-
Reed’s series of books about the history of African American people in 
Unitarian Universalism. His first book “Black Pioneers in a White Denomi-
nation” was first published in 1992, he has followed up with 3 more.  

Mark Morrison-Reed’s books completely refute the prevailing mythology 
that UUism has always been a whites-only religion. There have always 
been Black UU’s, and they have never been made truly welcome. I urge 
all of you to read them. 
  
Another highlight:  Trayvon, Ferguson and the Black Lives Matter Move-
ment. UU Churches posted BLM banners outside of their churches all 
over the country. Consider this, in every congregation, the congregation 
had to choose not to post an “All Lives Matter” banner, which was surely 
suggested by someone.  “All Lives Matter”  expresses the color-blind 
racial liberalism of the early 1960’s, which has since then, been the ratio-
nale for not examining the experience of African Americans on its own 
terms. I was honored to be a part of your rededication of your Black Lives 
Matter banner, and I want to lift up the leadership of your Follen responds 
to racism group.  
  
And finally, arising out of the Movement for Black Lives, Black UU’s 
formed Black Lives of Unitarian Universalism, or BLUU. The goal of BLUU 
is to minister to the needs of Black Unitarian Universalists and other Black 
people who are “UU Adjacent.” The UUA  pledged to raise $5 million dol-
lars to permanently endow this ministry to Black UU’s, a goal that has  
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been reached.  UU Congregations around the country donated $675,000 
toward that goal.   

Enough of the history. Let’s talk about this engagement with the re-
pressed and silenced aspect of our history, African American Unitarian 
Universalists is changing us.  
  
Let start with Liturgically: How we worship: There are few Unitarian Uni-
versalist congregations that have not incorporated gospel music, spiritu-
als, freedom songs, and camp songs into our worship. I think I mentioned 
before that the 1963 hymnal, Hymns for the Celebration of Life, con-
tained no song or reading with an African American origin. In 1993, our 
present hymnal, Singing the Living Tradition, included not only spirituals 
like Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child, freedom songs like We 
Shall Overcome, gospel classics like Precious Lord, jazz compositions like 
Come Sunday by Duke Ellington and I wish I knew How it Feels to be Free 
by Nina Simone and Billy Taylor. The newest Hymnal Singing the Journey 
continues this trend. Congregations have added more musical instru-
ments. And there is a persistent desire to somehow emulate the experi-
ence of black worship in our services, while remaining true to our tradi-
tion. People want our worship to be more participative, and embodied, 
and exciting. We are continue to move beyond the book report and the 
concert style of worship at the start of this story. 
  
Music is a bridge to African American communities. You have much to 
look forward to through the remainder of the church year, with the musi-
cal residency of Melanie DeMore, the activist. Vivian Montgomery, your 
music director, has been leaning into anti-racist programming, including 
going beyond the church and even, Lexington, to build relationships with 
African American faith communities. 
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Let me turn to theology: how has the hearing the repressed voices of 
black Unitarian Universalism changed us theologically?  
  
Black UU's insist sin and evil are real. White Unitarian Universalists had 
just about defined sin and evil out of existence, mostly because they were 
rebelling against the their religion of origin’s practice of shaming people 
about their sex lives. But the existence of sin and evil is much more clear 
cut to African Americans. Slavery was evil; lynchings were sins; segrega-
tion was an evil system; and the institutionalized white supremacy that 
still blights their lives is a sinful, evil system.   
  
Listen again to BLUU’s thoughts on sin: 

….participating in the systems and structures of oppression and society in 
the ways we have all been conditioned to do so — these are systems we 
cannot escape. Rather, we negotiate our existence within and ideally, seek 
to do as little harm as possible. 

Yes, this means we all sin everyday because it is impossible to live in this 
modern life without participating in systems of oppression — from our food 
system and how we make money and forsake the environment and the 
workers who harvest our food — to the fact that most of the clothes we wear 
on our bodies are made by women and children in developing countries 
for meager wages in mostly unfair, dangerous working conditions. We 
drive too many cars in many places because there isn’t adequate public 
transportation. All of this and more, yes, is sin.  
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It’s a social definition of sin, from which there is no individual salvation. 
The best that we can hope for it is that “we negotiate our existence within 
and ideally, seek to do as little harm as possible.” 
  
But they go on:  

This doesn’t mean we aren’t worthy of love. This doesn’t mean we can’t 
envision and attempt to build new and different ways that create deeper, 
closer connections. When we do that — when we create deeper and closer 
connections — we are turning away from sin and closer into Beloved Com-
munity. We are better able to mitigate harm and honor the full human 
dignity and worth of everyone when we turn away from the sin of discon-
nection and divest from the systems of oppression that are the cause of so 
much brokenness in the world. 
  
As I read those words, what strikes me is that they not only explain the 
persistence of sin and evil, but set forth our collective mission: to create 
deeper and closer connections; to mitigate harm; and honor the full hu-
man dignity and worth of everyone.  
  
And finally, I want to talk about ecclesiology — how we organize churches 
and what should they do.  

After a short reflection, the Unitarian Universalist Association has en-
dowed a ministry directed toward African Americans, a ministry run by 
and led by Black Unitarian Universalists.  Unitarian Universalism in the 
African American community needs its own space, because it will be dif-
ferent.  But in order to get that place, we had to change our understand-
ing of congregational polity. We thought that  the only to grow was to 
draw together new congregations, like the ones we already have.  
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One of BLUU’s first priorities is to provide ministry, pastoral care, connec-
tions, emotional support to Unitarian Universalists of African Descent,  

many of whom find the almost all white congregations near them chal-
lenging. BLUU is now  moving toward a priority of creating spaces for 
black UU’s to gather together.  
  
The 25 year engagement with Black America and Black Unitarian Univer-
salists has been difficult. We been challenged to look at some of most 
cherished customs with a self-critical eye. All White Americans are in de-
nial about how they perpetuate systemic racism and oppression. We are 
no different, except that we are called by our history, our theological 
principles, and our aspirations to be brave . 
  
Let me put our story in the larger context. Our country is now s polarizing 
on political grounds, but at heart, it is on racial grounds. On one side is a 
multi-racial movement for multicultural democracy and for social, political 
and economic reform. The other side is a white resistance to change. (The 
names are reversed: Trump is the Resistance.)  One could say that divi-
sion maps to our political parties, but that ignores the many Republicans 
in exile, who oppose the current leadership of their party.   
  
There are many white people in the multi-racial movement for democracy 
in the United States. There must be many more if we are to make lasting 
progress to care for our people and our planet. The work we have been 
doing as a faith movement, listening to voices of black UU’s as they have 
led us from racial liberalism to anti-racism, is preparing us for the effort 
ahead. Just as the Welcoming Congregation process prepared for the 
campaign for Marriage Equality; this 25 year engagement with black Uni 



“An Anti-Racist Church That Sings” 
December 1, 2019 
Rev. Tom Schade 

Follen Community Church 
Page  of 7 7

tarian Universalism is preparing us to convince other white people to be-
come genuinely anti-racist. Preparation matters. 

I have so greatly enjoyed my time with you while Rev. Claire has been on 
sabbatical.  I hope that I have been of service to you. My parting wish for 
you is simple. I hope that you lean into the work of anti-racism — that you 
become a center of anti-racist education and action. Set as your goal that 
every person in this area who wants to struggle against white racism in 
American society knows that if they go to Follen, they will find informa-
tion, opportunities for action, and companions.  May it be that while you 
were once known as the music church, that in the future you will be 
known as the anti-racist church that sings. 


