
Preparation Matters 
November 17, 2019 
Rev. Tom Schade 

Follen Community Church 
Page  of 1 7

Where were we when we left this story of contemporary Unitarian Univer-
salism?  

So let me go back for a minute, and review the journey that Unitarian 
Universalism has been on. In the 1940’s and 1950’s, UU’s found them-
selves marching to the beat of a different drum — beginning to see them-
selves as outside the mainstream of the midcentury American culture. 
The code word then was “truth”, as in “is this religious statement true.” In 
the 1960’s, the Unitarians and the Universalists merged, and committed 
themselves to the great reform movement summed up in the phrase 
“racial liberalism.”  “The code word then was “relevance,” as  in “are we 
relevant to what’s going on in the world?” And in the 1970’s Unitarian 
Universalism was remade, reformed, revolutionized, by the rise of women 
into leadership. “The code word was “anti-hierarchy,” as in “Does this cre-
ate or encourage hierarchical thinking?” 

And then, in the Reagan era, Unitarian Universalism was remade and re-
formed by our encounter with the LGBTQ community both outside and 
within Unitarian Universalism. The code words of the age were “inclusion 
and hospitality.” Those code words continue to have great meaning for us 
to this day, as we ask ourselves “are we welcoming of all?” (A friend of 
mine rephrases that as ‘we welcome all who welcome all.’) That question 
becomes in this day, as welcoming for those who need different ways ac-
cessing our community, do we welcome those with mental illness, and 
those who are neuro-diverse.  

So, Let’s talk about the 1980’s. In 1980, Ronald Reagan was elected Presi-
dent, marking the triumph of conservatism of all types over liberalism of 
all types. Conservative politics over liberal politics; conservative culture 
over liberal culture; conservative religion, in the form of evangelical  
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Protestantism over liberal religion. Megachurches started popping up 
everywhere, showing remarkable growth and vitality vs. the mainline 
Protestants who were shrinking. Liberalism was ruthlessly caricatured in 
popular culture: Liberals were wine and cheese loving, upper middle-
class, Volvo-driving, politically correct, super-tolerant, permissive, Birken-
stock wearing, aging hippies, lost in the smoky mists of memories of the 
1960’s. Liberals were laughable.  And Unitarian Universalists were exactly 
the type of liberals that were going out of style and would soon be ex-
tinct.  

As Adrienne Rich asked in our opening words: “Who was in charge of de-
finitions, and who stood by receiving them, when the name of compas-
sion was changed to the name of guilt, when to feel with a human 
stranger was declared obsolete.”  

Jesus said he came to feed the poor, liberate the oppressed, and heal the 
sick. I guess that was just his white liberal guilt talking and no longer in 
style. 

In the first 20 years of the Unitarian Universalists experience since merger, 
UU’s had gone from being in step with a society that was moving toward 
reform to being at odds with the dominant values of the surrounding cul-
ture. UU’s had to decide how to respond to this society wide shift to the 
right, and the choices they made still define us, in many ways, to this day. 

UU churches and congregation dug in, responding to the unfriendly envi-
ronment by turning inward. They turned away from public ministry (re-
member that in the 1960’s, public ministry and being “relevant” were the 
themes) while congregations focused more on building up their commu-
nities.  
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To get a picture of how some UU congregations perceived themselves, 
look at this reading in our hymnal: Number 568 by the poet Marge 
Pierce. Connections are Made Slowly. 

Keep tangling and interweaving and take more in, a thicket and a bramble 
wilderness to the outside, but to us interconnected with rabbit runs and 
burrows and lairs. .. 
this is how we are going to live for a long time: not always. 

To be fair, most UU congregations did not think of themselves as impene-
trable brambles and thickets, but the language of the congregation as a 
“haven for like-minded people” became more common, especially out-
side of New England.   

Nonetheless, within Unitarian Universalism, there was much creative fer-
ment.  

The first resolution having to do with LGBTQ issues was a General As-
sembly Resolution on Discrimination against Homosexuals and Bisexuals 
was passed in 1970. Again, it was mostly directed at society at large, a po-
litical statement, although it did urge UU congregations to immediately 
end discrimination against homosexuals in employment.  It also urged 
“the churches and fellowships to initiate meaningful programs of sex ed-
ucation with a particular aim to end all discrimination against homosexu-
als and bisexuals.” 

The next year, the UUA published About Your Sexuality, a sexuality educa-
tion program for middle schoolers that included frank and candid sympa-
thetic explanations of LGBTQ issues, bringing into many congregations  
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their first organized encounter with those issues. AYS, as it was called, was 
later replaced by the Our Whole LIves, or OWL. 

In 1984, the UUA General Assembly passed a Business Resolution of Gay 
and Lesbian Services of Union which affirmed the growing practice of UU 
ministers conducting service of union and urging churches and congre-
gations to support this ministry. The first recorded UU Ceremony of Union 
for a same sex couple was done 10 years earlier. 

In 1986, GA passed a resolution opposing AIDS discrimination.  

The AIDS crisis was a moment for Unitarian Universalism. The prevailing 
culture of cruelty and indifference toward all those outside the main-
stream ignored communities which were being decimated by the epi-
demic.  

AIDS hit some of our congregations hard. For ministers like Rev. Kim 
Crawford Harvie, who we read earlier, it was a life-changing experience to 
minister in a place like Provincetown, Massachusetts. Most of our urban 
churches had direct contact with people living with AIDS and participated 
in support ministries for them. The close encounter with death and mor-
tality affected many in the gay community and deepened people’s spiri-
tual hungering. Given that Unitarian Universalist had taken a stance in fa-
vor of gay rights, more LGBTQIA people started coming to our congrega-
tions.  

Again, we see the pattern that I discussed earlier, the pattern about how 
change happens in the UU world. Our focus is first out there, a political 
stand on an issue in the general society. We are against discrimination 
against homosexuals and bisexuals. And the action is at the top — small  
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groups of activists, lay people, ministers are getting resolutions passed at 
General Assembly. 

In the case of LGBTQ issues, the external AIDS crisis starts to push the is-
sue inward and downward into local congregations.  

Obviously, we did not create the LGBTQ movement; we encountered it as 
a movement outside of ourselves. We also learned to listen to the voices 
of LGBTQ people already among us, but who were not given a seat at the 
table. Unitarian Universalism was shaped by this experience.  

In 1989, a body called the Common Visions Planning Committee called 
for the creation of a Welcoming Congregation Program through which 
congregations could educate themselves and take concrete steps toward 
becoming welcoming to LGBTQ people. You see, we were learning that 
the problem of anti-gay prejudice was not only out there, but also in our 
congregations, and in our individual selves.  

Many congregations became welcoming congregations; most that did 
lost a couple of members because of it, which was a learning experience 
for those congregations. You can’t please everybody, of course, and in 
the interest of accommodating all points of view, a congregation cannot 
give a few intolerant people a veto power. It only takes one or two vocally 
intolerant people to make a church unwelcoming. 

The Welcoming Congregation process raised the question of respectabil-
ity for UU congregations. Despite their unorthodox theologies, and de-
spite their histories of social justice activism, UU churches, especially here 
in New England, enjoyed the respect of their communities. After all, they 
were among the oldest, if not the oldest church in town, and had a long  
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history of prominent and prosperous people, the very best people, as 
members. And so, the biggest obstacle to the Welcoming Congregation 
was captured in the question: What if we become “the Gay Church?” The 
church with a Lesbian minister…. the church with visibly transgender folk 
sitting in the pews. We will be no longer respectable in the community. 
This question may sound funny to the youngers, but in the 80’s and 90’s, 
it was real. Most of the adult men in those congregations had been 
taught since childhood that the worst thing was to be gay, or even to ap-
pear, in some small way, as gay.  

And so the suggestion in the Welcoming Congregation process to make 
a visible sign on the outside of your church, to fly the rainbow flag, was a 
hard step for some congregations.  
  
My sermon title this morning is Preparation Matters. The work churches 
and congregations did in the welcoming congregation program pre-
pared them to exercise leadership in the campaign for marriage equality. 

Are we preparing ourselves for the future? About 90% of UU congrega-
tions went through the welcoming congregation process, often involving 
the whole congregation. Only about 35% of congregations have an 
equivalent engagement with racism.  

I would say that one way we conformed to the rightward shift in our soci-
ety, politically, culturally was that there was a 25 year gap in which UU’s 
largely ignored race. No significant engagement at all at the national lev-
el about racism, between 1970 and the mid-nineties.   
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And now as a multi-racial, multi-cultural movement rises in our country to 
depose whiteness as the default,  are we prepared for historical moment 
that has found us? 

Preparation matters. 

That transforming power, that current that flows toward justice, continues 
to remake us, reform us, radicalize us, and revolutionize us in unexpected 
ways. So where are we today, how is history shaping us today? Will we go 
with the flow now?  
  


