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We Unitarian Universalists like to study issues.  I think it may be part of our free and responsible 
search for truth and meaning, and showing respect for the interdependent web of existence of 
which we are a part, two of our seven principles.

Two years ago, the UUA General Assembly voted to devote four years, from 2008 to 2012, on a 
Congregational Study/Action Issue called “Ethical Eating: Food and Environmental Justice.”  
We have now been studying, teaching, and preaching this issue, and it has begun to make a 
difference in our congregations. This is a socioeconomic issue, yet everyone, not only the middle 
class, needs to learn where our food comes from. It is ethically unfair to suggest that poor people 
must live unethically and oppress others in order to eat. We want to change the world, but it is 
the extent to which we transform ourselves that helps us to transform the world in which we live.

Living our lives intentionally is core to being Unitarian.  The Unitarian movement sprang forth 
in the early 19th century from New England Congregationalism, and within a generation had 
hatched American Transcendentalism, which for more than  150 years has been a key component 
of this congregation’s sense of itself.  Transcendentalism grew from Rev. Dr. Frederick Henry 
Hedge’s translations of German idealists like Immanuel Kant, along with first English 
translations of Hindu texts, like the Bhagavad-Gita, by the British East India Company, and 
Ralph Waldo Emerson’s embrace of Coleridge and other writers of the English Romantic 
movement. Hedge is commemorated in one of the windows in this sanctuary. He would have a 
long ministry in Brookline, teaching here among us before teaching religious philosophy at 
Harvard.

Ralph Waldo Emerson’s essay Nature is often considered to have made Transcendentalism a 
major American cultural movement. It was published September 8, 1836, and that weekend 
Hedge began gathering a group of young Unitarian ministers, initially called Hedge’s Club, to 
discuss how these new ideas could transform their thinking and the Unitarian movement. The 
group included Emerson, Hedge, George Ripley, and Theodore Parker. Later Margaret Fuller, 
Henry Thoreau and Elizabeth Peabody joined their gatherings, which essentially were a 19th 
Century form of small group ministry. They met roughly every other month for the next four 
years.
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George Ripley was so inspired by the power of these new ideas, new ways of seeing our place in 
the world, that he resigned his Boston pastorate in 1841 to found Brook Farm in West Roxbury. 
He wrote Emerson at the time that he wanted “To insure a more natural union between 
intellectual and manual labor … to prepare a society of liberal, intelligent, and cultivated persons 
whose relations with each other would permit a more simple and wholesome life.”  This 
Transcendentalist Unitarian farming community was created by young adults, mostly in their late 
20s and early 30s, to engage life more intentionally. It formed partly as a response to the Great 
Panic of 1837, which like the later Great Depression of 1929 and Great Recession of 2008 had 
long-lasting impacts on American UUs. The 1837 financial crisis permanently changed American 
life, and sent Emerson to the lecture and lyceum circuit, Thoreau to the woods, and Parker to 
abolitionism. But Ripley and others created Brook Farm. 

Along with Ripley and his wife, Sophia, the 32 founding members of Brook Farm included 
Theodore Parker, Margaret Fuller, Elizabeth Peabody, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and his wife-to-be, 
Sophia Peabody. This idealistic community was an intentional exercise in living one’s 
philosophy of life. They sought balance between intellectual discourse and manual labor while 
working together for the benefit of the greater community.  It was far more egalitarian between 
the sexes, in terms of work they did and pay they received, than most of mid-19th Century 
America. The Farm was established as a joint stock company, with Hawthorne as treasurer. 
Members subscribed for $500 each, but since many of these subscribers never paid their 
subscriptions, Brook Farm was deeply mortgaged for most of its short life.  In addition to their 
crops, they also produced products for sale, ran a private elementary school, and charged their 
many visitors -- over 1,000 people some years -- a small fee to visit the farm.

Unfortunately, in a 1846 reorganization, they borrowed heavily to build a new central building to 
attest to their health as a community, and when this uninsured building burned down, it left this 
small community bankrupt, six years after its founding.

The Lucy Stone Cooperative, a new UU social justice initiative by people mostly in their 20s and 
30s living together in inner-city Boston, will launch in January 2011, hopefully better funded and 
with a more enduring economic model.

Transcendentalism grew up in the first half of the 19th Century, in reaction to the first wave of 
American industrialization, and it was initially a group of Unitarian ministers in their 20s and 30s 
who promoted living in the now and moving back to the land as an alternative to what Emerson 
called corpse cold Unitarians. A similar generational gap occurred in the 1960s and 1970s with 
hippies in their 20s and 30s dropping out and leading another back-to-the-land movement in 
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reaction to the rapid corporatization of American business. Now, as we face the vast economic 
and ecological uncertainties of globalization, it seems at least some people in their 20s and 30s 
today, the so-called Millennials, are leading another re-examination of American life which 
sometimes includes going back to the land, but always includes getting in touch with what we eat 
and why.    

I asked Sophia Johansson, a young adult, mother and member of our congregation, to help us 
understand how to make food a more central part of our everyday spiritual practices?  

“Who are we without the gifts that we bestow upon the world, and each other?” Sophia writes. 
“Our life-long experience on this earth is a dance of giving and receiving, though we are, at 
times, entirely unconscious of this. Every strawberry is a gift of the plant that bore the fruit; 
every walnut, pear, every leaf of lettuce, every grain of rice, every glass of milk, slice of cheese, 
slab of bacon, filet, and breast. All of these things came into this world through intention, 
whether it was with cellulose and sunlight or proteins, grains, and grass. We so often forget the 
immense strength required to manifest by intention. Perhaps it is because so much of our time is 
spent on auto-pilot, that this is so easy to forget.

“Growth is a miracle, the same way that birth is a miracle. Who am I to revel more in the miracle 
of my son’s birth than the emergence of a seed from the soil? Than a baby chick hatching from 
an egg? Sometimes I forget to acknowledge the amazingness of this divine mystery. I am 
consumed by convenience, pressed for time, frustrated by decisions and dilemmas. I forget to 
live with full intention, to be aware of every breath, every bite, every color. These are the times 
when I disconnect from my food.

“For me, the spirituality in food is about healing the two severed ends of the food chain, where I 
am at one end and the seedling, calf, or chick is at the other,” Sophia continues. “But even before 
that came the tomato that gave the seed that grew into the seedling that sprouted from the soil. 
The same way that before my son Ezra, there was me, and before me there was my mother, and 
before her, my grandmother. If we are the gifts that we give to the world and receive from the 
earth, then I am trying to live with the fullest intention, giving everything of myself and 
receiving as gratefully and as mindfully as possible with full awareness of all the gifts that are 
bestowed upon me.”

Yes, for each of us to find our own personal spiritual calling to being mindful of what we eat -- 
this is what those of us who are minding what we eat as an ethical practice are seeking! It is 
becoming a truism of food magazines that you don’t need to be a gourmet in order to bring 
intentionality to what you eat. K.G. Schneider began this trend with a classic memoir in 

3



Gastronomica, where she wrote: “I am not a vegetarian, vegan, gourmet, gourmand, gastronome 
… or foodie, nor am I seriously committed to organic food, though I did start eating cage-free 
eggs after reading Fast Food Nation … [But] driving home one day I saw a battered pickup truck 
[selling tomatoes] … The farmer sawed a wedge of tomato and offered it to me on the edge of 
his knife.  That tomato was like a late spring day, rich and sunny.”  Of course that small act 
changed her life and her intentionality about where the food she eats comes from.
 
Unitarian Universalists come authentically to intentional living. It is a part of our heritage, 
though its form varies generation to generation. We go to our local supermarket, which holds a 
cornucopia of food options, many of which have traveled thousands of miles to get there and 
been processed beyond recognition.  We hear about food justice, sustainability, eating locally, 
and being mindful of what we eat, but we are busy; what’s a real person to do in the midst of a 
very busy life?  

Dorothy Blair, a nutritional educator and UU in State College, Pennsylvania, says there are six 
steps to attaining a sustainable food system, and we need not be purists to begin:

1) Eat lower on the food chain (which would have positive impact on health, land use, water 
quality, and soil conservation).

2) Eat and act to promote good farming and fishing practices (that is, reward those who do it  
right).

3) Reduce food processing and packaging energy (by eating foods as close to their original 
state as possible).

4) Reduce transportation energy (by eating locally produced meats, milk, grains, fruits, and 
vegetables whenever possible).

5) Reduce food waste (by buying sparingly and using leftovers).
6) Eat for social justice (by supporting fair trade initiatives that promote fair prices and 

sustainable production practices).  

This doesn’t sound that hard to me, six easy steps from a UU nutritional educator to help us be 
more mindful of what we eat. Think about how a few small actions can help to transform our 
world. Think about local sourcing, sustainable agriculture, front yard gardens, deeper human 
connections. It doesn’t take a major life commitment to begin to do something good for 
ourselves, our family, our community, and the earth. 

I want to tell you something about tomatoes. On any given day, a third of Americans are eating 
tomatoes, either fresh or processed into tomato sauces or ketchup, and that adds up to about 100 
pounds per person in America each year.
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Immokalee, Florida is the tomato capital of the nation, according to Peggy Clarke, a member of 
the UU Fellowship in Mount Kisco, NY.  “Ninety percent of all the tomatoes in the US are 
grown there,”  says Peggy, who went to Immokalee to pick tomatoes with migrant workers and 
found an overcrowded shanty town entirely dependent on cheap migrant labor. Workers, she 
said, are  “paid, believe it or not, 44 cents for each 32 pound bucket [they pick]. Working at 
breakneck speed, some of these guys are able to pick a ton of tomatoes in a day, netting… $50 
for their 12 hours [of labor].” 

But that is not the worst of it. “The tomato fields of Immokalee are also ground zero for modern 
slavery,” Peggy says. “One slavery ring was broken and the slaveholders were convicted, but 
that’s a rare occurrence.” Human slavery in America?  In 2010? I was surprised how easily I 
could find videos about human trafficking, slavery, and economic injustice for undocumented 
migrant tomato pickers on U-Tube, just by entering the words Immokalee, Florida. This is not a 
secret. The state of Florida and the U.S. government know illegal abuse of undocumented 
workers is the basis for America having the cheapest and most available tomatoes year-round, 
but at what cost to our sense of self?

Peggy tells the story of Lucas, who was tricked into living in “the back of a U-Haul truck that he 
shared with a dozen other men …  There was no light or water or toilet of any kind in the truck 
and the door was locked [at night] …  Lucas worked the field and his paycheck went directly to 
the slaveholder who then gave Lucas a few dollars a week while adding [to his] debt. When 
Lucas tried to leave, he was beaten badly. He and the other slaves were slashed with knives, tied 
to posts and shackled in chains.”

In Brookline, we come together to worship each Sunday in order to live our lives more 
deliberately. How far are we willing to extend our interdependent web? How diligently will we 
pursue our free and responsible search for truth and meaning?  Check out any of the many 
exposes on Immokalee, Florida, and then tell me who is your neighbor? Protesters say more than 
a thousand people have been liberated in the past ten years, but thousands more remain locked 
into slavery in Florida right now.  

How do you feel about your tomato from the local supermarket now, compared to homegrown, 
or perhaps one grown locally in Massachusetts? For me, ethical eating is consumption wedded to 
intentionality and awareness. My daughter Sarah persuaded me to read The Omnivore’s Dilemma 
a year and a half ago, and it made me sick! Seeing how animals are raised on factory farms made 
me physically ill.  Seriously! Literally! It makes you sick.  
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Today my family mostly eats grass-fed beef, or local chickens and free range eggs.  Most of our 
vegetables are grown locally and increasingly are organic. It makes a huge difference. Our 
consumption has shifted so much in the last two years that we feel better about contributing less 
to global warming and the destruction of our environment, and seem to feel healthier and be 
losing a little weight as well.

I am not a purist about these things, but we all need to start paying attention. What we eat, and 
our relationship to our sources of food, says a lot about who we are as people.  I love you all 
dearly.  Go forth, mind what you eat.  Thank God for healthy food choices!  Blessed Be and 
Amen.  
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