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I love America, but I despair for our country. There is too much hate, too much violence, too 
much bitterness, and not enough love. There are too many people who have been left behind by 
our economic system and too few people willing to give them a helping hand. 

In response to the Arizona killings, Rev. Peter Morales, president of the Unitarian Universalist 
Association, said in a letter to UU’s that he was “deeply disturbed and, frankly, saddened that 
these acts of wanton violence occur repeatedly in America.  These murders in Tucson should 
cause all Americans to reflect humbly, to look into our souls. Ours is a society in which such acts 
occur far too often. Sorrow and compassion when people are murdered are not enough. We must 
rededicate ourselves to creating a culture where differences are resolved without violence, where 
the mentally unstable do not have ready access to lethal force.”

This is MLK weekend, and King felt strongly about these issues.  On November 5, 1967, five 
months before he was assassinated, Martin Luther King Jr. preached a sermon in which he said: 

“I say to you, this morning, that if you have never found something so dear and so precious to 
you that you will die for it, then you aren’t fit to live.  You may be thirty-eight years old, as I 
happen to be, and one day some great opportunity stands before you and calls upon you to stand 
up for some great principle, some great issue, some great cause.  And you refuse to do it because 
you are afraid.  You refuse to do it because you want to live longer. You are afraid that you will 
lose your job, or you are afraid that you will be criticized or that you will lose your popularity, or 
you’re afraid that someone will stab you or shoot at you or bomb your house. So you refuse to 
take the stand. Well, you may go on and live until you are ninety. And the cessation of breathing 
in your life is but the belated announcement of an earlier death of the spirit. You died when you 
refused to stand up for right.  You died when you refused to stand up for truth. You died when 
you refused to stand up for justice.” 

What is so dear we would give our life for it?

You may have thought me a little dramatic this morning when I told our children that they may 
one day feel a call to protest bad things done by our government, enough even to go to jail. You 
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may admire Thoreau, Gandhi, King, Morales and Yang Zili, but not enough to give up your own 
civil liberties, or go to jail. 

When Martin Luther King Jr. was sitting in the Birmingham jail, eight local clergy, mostly white, 
including Protestant, Catholic and Jewish, published an open letter to the people of Alabama 
criticizing the civil rights demonstrations, and calling King and his followers extremists, law 
breakers, and anarchists.  At the time many Unitarians also preferred law and order to social 
disruption and civil disobedience.  Yet as we watched the pictures on the television, we realized 
our duty, and who really were our neighbors, so that when King called for liberal clergy to walk 
with him at Selma, more UU clergy rose to that call than from any other denomination, all of 
them far larger than ours.  

In response to that angry letter, King on April 16, 1963 wrote his own open letter from the 
Birmingham jail. He wrote: “I am cognizant of the interrelatedness of all communities and states.  
I cannot sit idly by in Atlanta and not be concerned about what happens in Birmingham. Injustice 
anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.  We are caught in an inescapable network of 
mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny…  We have waited more than 340 years for our 
constitutional and God-given rights.  The nations of Asia and Africa are moving with jet-like 
speed toward gaining political independence, but we still creep at horse-and-buggy pace toward 
gaining a cup of coffee at a lunch counter.  Perhaps it is easy for those who have never felt the 
stinging darts of segregation to say, ‘Wait.’ But when you have seen vicious mobs lynch your 
mothers and fathers at will and drown your sisters and brothers at whim; when you have seen 
hate-filled policemen curse, kick, and even kill your black brothers and sisters; when you see the 
vast majority of your twenty million Negro brothers smothering in an airtight cage of poverty in 
the midst of an affluent society … there comes a time when the cup of endurance runs over, and 
men are no longer willing to be plunged into the abyss of despair.”      

MLK died nearly 43 years ago, and we have domesticated his message, and been given a 
national holiday to celebrate him. And Boston in 2011 is a very different place than Birmingham, 
Alabama, circa 1963. But what are we prepared to do about ongoing injustice, here in our 
neighborhood, to our neighbors? 

Boston area whites represent just over half the population, and blacks represent a quarter of the 
population, with the rest made up mostly of various Hispanic or Asian people. Yet young black 
men make up the majority of the Boston area prison population, way out of proportion to their 
percentage of total population, and the black prison population has risen five-fold in thirty years, 
thanks to a boom in new prison construction and increased jail time given young black men for 
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non-violent crimes.  This is a national crisis and a systematic destruction of the poor black inner 
city community in Boston. 

So what can Unitarian Universalists, through our predominantly white, middle class, liberal 
congregations, do about this?  We have more congregants of color among us than ever before. 
We are more economically diverse as a community than we have been in a long time. On average 
we are white and quite privileged.  Yet we can commit to know our neighbors better, standing in 
solidarity with them, and know ourselves better.

When Henry David Thoreau protested by spending a night in jail in his beloved Concord, 
Unitarian minister Joseph Tuckerman took to the streets of Boston’s inner city, helping to find 
food, shelter, and jobs for those in desperate need. Since 1826, the Unitarian Universalist Urban 
Ministry, located less than 3 miles from this site, a ten-minute drive, has worked to empower 
Boston’s underprivileged citizens through education and advocacy. 

Today the Roxbury Youth Program helps youth develop the academic, interpersonal and 
leadership skills that empower them to be leaders in their families, schools and communities. I 
have long appreciated how it offers middle school and high school age youth an alternative to 
inner-city gang violence.

The Urban Ministry also offers a self-worth program called Stand High/Stand United described 
as “a weekend enrichment program for youth that promotes self-expression through the arts and 
provides opportunities for youth leadership and personal growth.”

My wife Loretta is a successful entrepreneur, owner of an insurance brokerage firm called LHS 
benefits, and a passionate amateur volleyball player. But for the last dozen years her two main 
volunteer roles have been as Moderator of First Parish in Concord and working with promising 
inner-city youth at UU Urban Ministry. 

For those inner city youth who manage to graduate from high school and are eligible for college, 
Loretta runs a college preparation and scholarship program, Funderburg Scholars, which 
encourages and supports these young people in finding academic skills that can lift them out of 
poverty. They face difficulties you and I can hardly imagine.

 Loretta had one Funderburg scholar who called whenever she felt she wouldn’t survive college: 
when the bursar wouldn’t accept her aunt as a co-signer on her loan; when she was ready to drop 
a required course because she couldn’t afford the books; when $35 of unpaid fees meant she 
couldn’t register for the next semester’s classes. When that young woman graduated from college 
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she said the key to her college education, as a poor inner city black woman, was having Loretta, 
or someone like her, on speed dial.  

Funderburg scholars is named after Damien Funderburg, a promising young black man who died 
too young due to Boston gang violence. So these smart, hard-working kids, and the scholar 
dollars they earn by studying hard and earning good grades in high school, make it possible to 
break out of the cycle of violence and poverty that they were born into. First Parish in Brookline 
provides their year-end celebratory barbecue, where Loretta hands out their academic prizes.

Loretta funds this program mostly from one annual fundraising dinner at the Concord UU 
church. There are big needs and so many ways we can help. The Urban Ministry website says 
they are currently looking for a weekday English teacher, a childcare provider, and cooks for 
their program. Compassionate and caring adults are almost always needed.

A member of this congregation, Val Gunning, has been particularly involved with Renewal 
House. This is “a spiritually based emergency shelter that provides support and extensive 
services for individuals and their children escaping from abusive living situations.” Talk about 
being there in someone’s time of greatest need. Our congregation has long provided Renewal 
House with its Thanksgiving meal, and has often collected various necessities for them when 
they provide us with their list of greatest needs.

Urban Ministry “also participates in the Ricesticks and Tea collaborative, a monthly Asian Food 
pantry that provides culturally sensitive foods for 125 of the neediest families and elderly from 
Boston’s Asian community.”  These programs reach and empower the neediest, giving food to 
the hungry and hope to the hopeless.

How can you help? You can agree to cook dinner one Wednesday night for Roxbury Youth 
Programs. Or offer to make bag lunches for Roxbury elementary school children during the 
Urban Ministry activity week during April school vacation. You could make lunch for the 
children of Renewal House, or the Explorer’s Club, which is Roxbury Youth Program’s weekend 
enrichment program.  
You could help First Parish in Brookline put on the year-end barbecue, or help with a book drive, 
games for the shelter, or other needs.

You could volunteer to teach English as a second language, or help with child care during 
classes, or become a mentor in the Explorer’s Club weekend program. . Eliza Blanchard, Hank 
Reisner, Val Gunning, and Claudine Kavanagh have all found ways to make a difference in the 
lives of our neighbors in Roxbury.  How will you be a good neighbor? 
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I started with economic justice, and one other place we can have a big impact is with the 
opportunities for black men, both young and old, in the inner city. In recent years Urban Ministry  
has created United Souls, “a support group and network for men in transition,” which began 
largely with men returning to society from jail who could not get a job.

Since the Great Recession they also include many men who have long since served their time in 
jail, or have never been in jail, but who find that they cannot get a firm footing on the economic 
ladder to lift themselves and their loved ones out of poverty and crime of the inner city. These 
men need connections, networks, and skills in order to build their lives and productively 
contribute as members of society. 

We are a diverse, mostly economically privileged community, with resources for job creation and 
networking that far exceed these men’s wildest dreams of financial security and well-being. Can 
we find a way to help our neighbors in Roxbury, in a society that still is unjust for too many 
people who live in deep poverty?

Nationally blacks make up 12 percent of our population and 44 percent of our prison inmates. 
Last August NPR focused upon this issue after Harvard Professor Henry Louis Gates called it an 
epidemic and horrible injustice that continues to haunt American black urban communities. Most 
of these prison sentences are for minor drug-related charges, at a much higher rate of arrest than 
for middle class or white students using drugs, and these arrests make these black men ineligible 
for many educational opportunities, scholarships, and jobs. This saps energy, opportunity, and the 
active participation in the American dream from much of the black community; not just those 
arrested, but also their mothers, brothers, sisters, and friends who lose confidence in the 
American capitalist system.  

My wife is sometimes called into Roxbury courts to serve as a character witness, or help make 
bail, for Funderburg scholars who get in trouble with the law. One young fellow used his one call 
to reach out for Loretta’s help. He was a freshman in college, one of her better students on a 
surprisingly good scholarship, who returned home to the inner city for Christmas break. The 
police stopped him and his best friend in an unregistered car with marijuana and a gun. At first it 
looked like this young man’s future would be destroyed by one evening of thoughtless fun with 
his friend. When Loretta got to court she discovered that the friend had signed a sworn statement 
that it was his gun and pot, and that her Funderburg scholar had merely made the mistake of 
jumping into a friend’s car immediately before being pulled over by the police. The friend, who 
already had a police record, went back to jail, and Loretta’s student went back to college with 
only a warning. 
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I don’t know what happened in that car that night, but only one young man’s life was further 
ruined, and I know the inner city has different measures of friendship and honor than perhaps 
exist in wealthier communities. The ways we can help these young people has a bigger impact on 
their lives over time than most other things we may choose to do for justice. Now is the time to 
help our neighbors in Roxbury, Jamaica Plain, Brighton, Newton, and Boston. Now is the time to 
transform ourselves by helping our neighbors most in need.  

The Indian poet Rabindrath Tagore wrote this for his country when it descended into violence.  I 
think we need it now. He wrote: “Where the mind is without fear and the head is held high; 
where knowledge is free; where the world has not broken up into fragments by narrow domestic 
walls; where words come out from the depth of truth; where tireless striving stretch its arms 
towards perfection; where the clear stream of reason has not lost its way into the dreary desert 
sand of dead habit; where the mind is lead forward by God into ever-widening thought and 
action – into that heaven of freedom, my God, let my country awake.”

This is an ancient and honored spiritual practice, invoking the ground of being to bring sanity at 
last, including loving our neighbors as we love ourselves. I love you all dearly, and call us to rise 
up and lift every voice in solidarity with those who have trod this bitter road for too long. God 
acts on behalf of the oppressed, but only if we are willing to be the hands and hearts of the divine 
in serving the oppressed in our own neighborhood. Thus it has always been and shall always be.  
Blessed Be and Amen.
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