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My Dad was a 29-year old American Baptist minister, from a Worcester, Massachusetts working 

class background, when he was chosen as the pastor of Central Baptist in Tiverton, RI, and that 

is how I came five years later to be born in Tiverton.  Over the next seven years he doubled the 

size of the congregation, often attracting young working class families with lots of kids, like his 

by then seven children.  The senior deacon took him aside one day and said: “This is the most 

respected church in this small town.  You have grown the church by attracting working class and 

immigrant families.  These aren’t our people.”  Shortly after this a member who was dying 

pointed out Portsmouth, the next town over and where the American Baptist faith was founded, 

no longer even had a Baptist church.  He donated his farm and farmhouse to create a working 

class Baptist church on the hill. 

 

So my father was the founding pastor of Founder’s Baptist in Portsmouth, RI and I grew up in a 

vibrant small church.  We converted the barn to our sanctuary, the house into our church school, 

and built by hand an addition for the Parish Hall.  You could say my father wasn’t culturally 

competent to serve that Tiverton Baptist Church, but Founder’s Baptist became a magnet for the 

military and working class families associated with the Newport Naval base.  This small 

congregation served an important role in helping people traumatized by and left out of the civil 

unrest and changes of the 1960’s and 1970’s.  I left the Baptists when I was a 19-year old college 

student, but not before I learned the importance of cultural competency in shaping the mission 

and vision of an emergent congregation. 

 

Fifty years later we are facing even more dramatic cultural shifts than the late 1960’s as 

globalization and multiculturalism transform the way faith communities engage the world.  For 

better or worse, solely based on people coming through our doors each Sunday, First Parish in 

Brookline is among the first 10% of Unitarian Universalist congregations to embrace these 

changing demographics of ages, race, sexual orientation and culture.  I don’t know that we 

consciously chose to be a leader, but it has come upon us and we have chosen to rise to this 

challenge: to become a multi-racial, multicultural beloved community.  I am quite excited about 

the opportunities this presents for our individual and collective spiritual journeys, and I must 

admit a little scared about whether we as a community are up to this.  There is much to do, and 

we make mistakes, but our intention is good, and there are others who can guide us on this 

journey. 

 



2 
 

The Reverend Dr. Jacqi Lewis, senior minister at Middle Collegiate Church in NYC, has been a 

leader in this field and she offers 10 Essential Strategies to Grow a Multiracial, Multicultural 

Congregation.  She says first a congregation must articulate a core commitment to dismantling 

racism, heterosexism, classism, and sexism in our [congregation, our culture and] our nation.  

We began towards that articulation with last May’s annual Meeting vote, but we have yet to 

really put flesh on those bones.  Second the congregation must cast a vision of what beloved 

community would look like if First Parish in Brookline were a culturally diverse, inclusive and 

growing community of faith.  We are beginning such a congregational visioning process, both as 

part of last weekend’s Second Minister Search conversations and also in this weekend’s 

stewardship conversations, but we have much further to go to make these a congregation-wide 

vision. 

 

Third we must begin by actively creating community, beginning with the multiracial, 

multicultural composition of our staff team and governing boards, building a multiracial, 

multicultural community in everything we do.  Three years ago our Parish Committee took the 

bold move of incorporating four younger and more diverse members among its nine members, in 

one step lowering the average age of the governing board by 12 years and doubling its diversity.  

How will we replace three of those members when their three-year terms end next May?  Every 

staff hire we have made in the last three years has included a diversity lens among the deciding 

employment factors.  This is what it means to be developing our cultural competency.  Fourth is 

changing our style of communication to increase effectiveness and ensure a safe environment for 

greater cultural awareness together.  If you want to explore this, join our Compassionate 

Communication workshops that begin next week.  We will still make mistakes, but no one will 

die, and we’ll learn together. 

 

Jacqi Lewis says these first four steps will eventually lead to a dramatic culture shift, which is 

the fifth strategy for unlocking the final five.  These begin with strategy number six, capacity 

building, which increases our resources for this work.  The UUA is accumulating resources, 

some are published and others go directly to their website, which assist congregations with these 

changes.  And Middle Collegiate in New York City hosts an annual conference to train leaders in 

how to navigate this change.  For strategy number seven is becoming really good at change 

management.  Step eight is my favorite: celebrate everything, whether big or small, this is hard 

and tiring work, we must learn to celebrate! 

 

Which brings us to her final two strategies: number nine, collaboration, and number 10, care of 

the soul.  Increasingly we are called to work on the interreligious/interfaith boundaries.  We must 

be prepared to borrow from anyone who has the tools we need, whether UU or not, and we must 

be prepared to lend a helping hand from our relatively privileged place to those who need our 

help.  Robin Bartlett called us last Sunday to take our faith out into the world!  I think we can do 

this!  Together we can do that which we never could do alone.  Did I mention this is difficult and 
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heartbreaking work?  With the addition of Maria Cristina to Sarah and me, we have expanded 

our ministerial team to allow for greater and more diverse care of our community’s spirit.  We 

have also trained our 10-person Pastoral Associates Team so someone can check-in and listen to 

everyone in this community, one on one in deep listening, at least once a year. 

 

This journey is unlike any we have ever before embarked upon.  Now you may feel you don’t 

want to go on this journey!  Perhaps you can’t or don’t want to speak Spanish!  Well, then pity 

me, my Rhode Island accent makes me physically unable to roll my r’s.  I discovered this 30 

years ago when I needed to learn German for my work and my full immersion language coach 

told me that she would first need to correct my speech impediment.  She said, “You drop the r 

from words and insert them later.  I told her that was my Rhode Island accent.  She said, “In 

Rhode Island that is an accent, in German it is a speech impediment.  After a year’s effort, I 

finally learned to speak German like a Dutchman.  I can’t roll my r’s; it is physically impossible 

given my native tongue.  I have been told you can’t speak Spanish without rolling your r’s.  So I 

am trying to learn to speak Spanish with a speech impediment!  In these matters, I follow Mick 

Jagger who said: “You can’t always get what you want, no you can’t always get what you want, 

but if you try sometime, you just might find, you get what you need (Jagger couldn’t hit the high 

note either).” 

 

The UUA is on a parallel journey and discovered they could not make the progress they needed 

to make, in terms of how people worked together and embraced the future instead of the past, 

while trapped in old Beacon Hill buildings.  So their move from 23 Beacon to 24 Farnsworth in 

Boston, and our special collection today, joins hundreds of UU congregations in helping them to 

better embrace our collective future.  I love this old building with its big stained glass windows, 

and many new people say they chose us partly because of the feel of this place.  But inadequate 

classrooms is harming our RE program, inadequate large gathering spaces is hurting our 

community gatherings, inadequate office spaces creates problems for staff, and a worship space 

designed more for the 19
th

 century than the 21
st
 century limits what we can offer in our worship.  

So we have a decision to make.  Who do we envision ourselves becoming as a community and 

what physical spaces to we need to have to encourage this becoming?  Can we find a generosity 

of spirit to fund our dreams?  We don’t know the answer yet, that is why we are having all of 

these conversations, because we do know we are far wiser together than we could be alone.  We 

are a congregation that knows how to do appreciative inquiry.  We know how to find our 

common ground together. 

 

I grew up in a predominantly white Christian small town.  When I met Loretta in college, the 

daughter of Chinese immigrants, she opened up a whole new world for me.  The Afro-Asian 

parties were the best at Yale!  More importantly our circle of friends became far more diverse, 

far more interesting, than any group of people I had ever known.  In the mid-1980’s when we 

moved to Concord with our biracial kids, we were one of the first mixed race families in town.  



4 
 

Yet change came fast.  By 2000, when our daughter Sarah graduated from Concord-Carlisle, it 

seemed 20% of her class, and even more of the top students, were mixed race or minority groups.  

I have a picture Sarah gave me of her suitemates her freshman year at Yale, such a lovely group 

of bright young women: Black, Asian, Indian, mixed race and White; Christian, Jewish, Islamic, 

UU, Mormon, Zoroastrian, and undecided.  The new globalizing multicultural world had come to 

Yale.  Now it is coming here. 

 

This growing diversity is going to keep coming through our doors whether we want it or not.  

We could probably repel most of the new people, perhaps if we tried, if we wanted to stay the 

way we always have been.  But by so doing we would miss a tremendous opportunity to 

revitalize this congregation and for joy to abide in our midst.  My sense is, for the most part, we 

don’t want to go back to a predominantly white monoculture, and we couldn’t if we wanted to.  

We want joy to abide in our midst!  We wish to embrace our globalizing multicultural future, 

even if sometimes we have some fear and reservations.  Therefore we need to dramatically 

improve our cultural competency.  We have begun that work but it will be a long and hard 

journey.  We will make mistakes, that is a given, but we can learn from our mistakes.  We can do 

together what we can never do alone.  I love you all dearly.  Amen and Blessed Be. 


