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When I was born in 1955, 90 percent of the US population was white, most of the rest were 
black, and it was against the law for me to marry the Asian American woman I did 24 years later.  
By 2055 substantially less than half of Americans will be white, families made up solely of white 
Americans will be a tiny minority, and most American families will be at least as inter-racial as 
mine. Soon more minority rights campaigns will seek to protect the rights and privileges of the 
declining white minority. 

We have the privilege -- or the unfortunate circumstance, depending how you look at it -- of 
living in a period of massive cultural change. School segregation is disappearing, work 
segregation cannot be far behind, residential segregation is on a steady decline, and religious 
segregation will pass away with the baby boomers.  If we are to remain a vibrant and relevant 
faith in the latter half of the 21st century, then First Parish in Brookline must become an 
increasingly anti-racist multicultural community of faith as well.  We continue to survey where 
we are and how we are changing.

Now, you may not like using sociological terms like modernity, hyper-modernity, 
postmodernism, and global emergence, especially as they relate to how we do church. I am 
someone who was raised firmly within modernity, at best a postmodern immigrant, so these are 
not native and comfortable terms for me either.  But it is hard to talk about changing world views 
and cultural contexts without reference to these sociological terms.

Last month four members of our Parish Committee, the Chair of our Leadership Development 
Team, Rebecca Keller Scholl and I spent an entire day at First Parish in Weston with John 
Roberto learning about how UU congregations are adapting to this emergent reality. We learned 
how new technology is changing how we communicate and how we worship. We learned how 
the Builder Generation (born before 1946), has yielded congregational authority to the Baby 
Boomers (born 1946 to 1963), who are reluctantly making way for Generation X (born 1964 to 
1980) and Millennial Generation (born 1981 to 2000). We were given a preview of the emerging 
needs and expectations of the iGens (born after 2001), who are our RE students today and the 
first of whom will enter high school next year.

World views across these generations have changed dramatically. Gen X grew up with post-
modernity; Millennials grew up in a constantly wired internet world; and iGen’s feel at home in 
multiculturally diverse communities.  We must be open to change if we want to thrive in this new 
environment.    
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What is Multicultural Diversity?  Our Diversity Caucus pointed me toward Joseph Barndt’s 
Becoming an Anti-Racist Church, which has this definition: “Multicultural diversity refers to the 
promotion of societal inclusiveness on the basis of race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, and 
human physical differences in order to counteract the effects of historical exclusion and 
discrimination.  The modern multicultural diversity movement began in the early 1980’s, and 
since then virtually every institution and community in our society has placed multicultural 
diversity among its highest organizational priorities. ... Is it happening?  Yes!  Are we there yet?  
No, not yet. We are on our way, but we are still a very long way from authentic 
multiculturalism.”  This is an exciting and scary journey.  It is the journey for our faith 
community in this time.
  
We have heard American churches are in decline, with falling attendance, while becoming older, 
whiter, and poorer. This is only true if they prefer their pasts to their future. Last April this 
congregation was recognized as the fastest-growing among the 55 Mass Bay District UU 
churches from 2003-2012.  Last month we had our highest December attendance since the 
1940’s and we have already increased our annual giving by over 200 percent.  

Our fastest-growing segments are non-Brookline residents who more often are racially/ethnically  
mixed families; our preschool program, driven largely by growth in trans-racial adoptions by 
same sex couples; and Gen X and millennial generation parents and singles. All of these changes 
require us to rethink how we do church, to re-imagine our mission in the world, and to reframe 
our purpose.

We already are not the church that called Rev. Martha and me as co-ministers eight years ago, 
and the pace of change seems only to have accelerated, but we are courageously living into the 
world that is emerging before our eyes.  As Carol Merritt says: “Technological changes, 
generational dynamics, environmental instabilities, and philosophical understandings pulsate, 
making these realities difficult to frame.”  Yet we can bend with the arc of the universe toward 
the emergent globalization beginning to take form, for life thrives where new growth is possible.         

There are many truths we hear from American media outlets that are no longer true or have been 
grossly misrepresented.  We hear that we have high unemployment rates and low wage growth 
because America is still recovering from the 2008 Great Recession. Yet the wealthiest Americans 
have recovered 100 percent of the wealth they lost in 2008/09 and their incomes have never been 
higher. That financial disruption was a means to shift more wealth to those who are already the 
wealthiest.

We hear America has the highest standard of living in the world.  Yet gross domestic product per 
person is higher in nine other countries, including most of Scandinavia, than here.  Measured by 
quality of life, or the human development index, there are 15 countries, including Canada, which 
already rank higher than us.  American relative economic dominance peaked in the late 20th 
century, when we were 6 percent of the world’s population yet consumed 30 percent of the 
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world’s output. That doesn’t mean we will suffer large losses in income so much as a steady 
decline, but it does mean current consumption levels are unsustainable. 

We have been told America is being overrun by undocumented Mexicans taking our jobs. Yet 
legal and illegal immigration peaked before 2008 and now net new immigration is strongly 
negative. In 2001 an undocumented Mexican could earn four times as much in America as in 
poorer parts of Mexico, so for the desperately poor it made sense to risk crossing the border.   
Now the Mexican average standard of living is approaching that of the average undocumented 
Mexican working in America, so the incentive is no longer there. We got used to everything 
inexpensive being made in China. China built its economy on exports to America. It is becoming 
the world’s largest consumer society, and in 2012 China, for the first time in decades, became a 
net importer. In 2012 Mexico was the largest source of American imports, and this will continue 
as their people move back home and away from agricultural poverty.

We have been told that unconstrained capitalism is the key to economic growth, yet most of the 
world’s fastest growing economies are a form of state-governed capitalism leaving the notion of 
unconstrained capitalism to our wild west.  China will soon be the world’s largest economy, and 
it is deepening its inter-connected financial relationships around the world. Theirs is a financially 
driven diplomatic model, so our large US military will be constrained by economic 
considerations far more than we yet realize. Within a decade we will neither be the world’s 
policeman nor able to disregard other countries in setting our foreign policies. Emerging 
globalization means that our financial well being is increasingly dependent on the rest of the 
world. While gas fracking looks as if it could make America energy independent, everything 
from our emerging solar and wind power to global climate change will be more dependent upon 
what other large growing economies do than what we do. 

Americans entered the 21st century as fragmented and fractious as we have ever been. People of 
color are still systematically more brutalized, less educated, and poorer than white people.  
Younger people often cannot see their own life stories in the life stories told them by their elders.  
Times have radically changed and so have the paths open to younger generations. Older folks 
worry about sustaining ourselves in retirement, and the frightening costs of end-of-life medical 
care, yet don’t want to be a burden on the smaller, poorer, younger generations following us. 

Americans still argue about whether we are trying to restore America to some recent past which 
perhaps felt better, or preparing for the uncertain future emerging from globalization today.  
Climate change is real and has gone beyond the tipping point. What will we do to adapt?  
Sometimes social justice work can feel disconnected, fighting yesterday’s battles, our fractured 
world views leading us to different problems to be addressed, and so we focus our efforts in 
congregational areas of concern. This is a time of change. Capitalism is likely to be a dominant 
world economic structure at the end of the 21st century but is unlikely to look much like the 
capitalism of today. We embrace this emergent world, open to the new, while cherishing the best 
of everything that has gone before. We can help shape an emerging world culture. 
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What does all of this mean for First Parish in Brookline?  There are at least seven steps necessary 
for us to embrace emergent globalization, and the good news is we have begun all of them 
already. We are becoming the change we hope to see in the world.  

1) Our worship services are becoming more experiential and interactive; we sing more, laugh 
more, cry more, tell more stories and introduce more participatory ways of being together.  We 
bring more diverse voices to worship more often.

2) We are beginning to embrace our anti-racist multicultural environment. Over the next month 
our worship will be led by four markedly different female ministers, bringing differences of 
style, generation, ethnicity, and sexual preferences to UU ministry.  Over the coming year we 
will invite half a dozen UU ministers with diverse racial, ethnic, and gender orientations from 
DRUMM (Diverse & Revolutionary UU Multicultural Ministries) to lead our worship.  Times of 
transition are good times for experimentation and we have much to learn.
 
3) We are within 15 percent of being financially sustainable on an annual basis. Our future is not 
likely to be financially stronger than our present, so we need a strong financial footing before our 
300th anniversary as a congregation in 2017, by doing a capital campaign for the building and 
closing our pledge gap. 

4) We are adapting and deepening our culture of care using social media to reach and connect 
with various generational cohorts. Different generations communicate differently.  
  
5) We are launching this month intentional communities by geographic neighborhoods in the 
form of potluck suppers designed to explore spirituality and deepen relationships by 
neighborhood.  

6) We are introducing more intentionally small gatherings for spiritual exploration, whether like 
the simple supper we tried this Fall, or the February 9th Story and Song Slam we have planned.  
If you have a story or a song come share with others.  

7) Last, but not least, we have abandoned any notion that our work is primarily about religious 
education, but rather our intent is faith formation. We seek to create a transformative 
environment in which people of all ages, from 1 to 101, are helped and guided on our journeys in 
becoming fully human.  

We still will educate, for that is how 21st century humans create opportunities for transformation 
and growth, but that will not be our end goal, for we seek formation of a faith over a lifetime that  
is adequate to supporting and ensuring love and joy in this community within the context of our 
emergent globalization. This can be a scary time, and also one full of opportunity. The current 
issue of the Economist includes a rough guide to Hell,  but as Universalists we are more apt to 
see this as a time for building Beloved community, a little heaven on earth.  If you don’t know 
how to thrive in this new environment, come see me, perhaps we can learn together.  Ours is a 
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once in 500 years time of radical cultural transformation. Our children’s children will be reading 
about how we did it.  I love you all dearly.  Blessed Be and Amen.                     
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