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This is a vocational love story!  You are an extraordinary community of faith!  At a UU minister 

meeting on Wednesday a colleague asked us to summarize in one sentence every sermon we 

preach.  Mine was: to delight for love to abide in our midst! What are we doing here?  It’s 

beautiful day!  Since we do not believe in hell and damnation, as my father once asked, why 

don’t we stay home with the New York Times?  We come for “direct experience of that 

transcending mystery and wonder, affirmed in all cultures, which moves us to a renewal of spirit 

and an openness to the forces that create and uphold life.”  We seek transcendence, but is it 

enough?  We recite prophetic words and deeds of women and men which call us to justice, 

compassion and the transforming power of love.  Is it enough?   We draw on wisdom from 

world’s religions, Jewish, Christian, humanist, earth based and scientific teachings that warn 

against idolatries of the mind and spirit.  Is it enough?  For most of 20
th

 century our answer was 

yes, we Unitarian Universalists are religiously pluralist transcendentalists.  Yet in the 21
st
 

century, people often don’t think that is enough, many people increasingly seek a source of 

spiritual emergence as well.  

 

We are in the midst of an incredibly turbulent period of change in terms of race, ethnicity, 

socioeconomic power, generational trends and ways of being together in community.  Michael 

Fullan says such change often signals “fear, anxiety, loss, danger, panic; [danger, danger, Will 

Robinson, as well as] exhilaration, risk-taking, excitement, improvements, energizing [joy].  For 

better or for worse, change arouses emotions, and where emotions intensify, leadership is key.”  

So in the midst of this emergent non-linear change, First Parish in Brookline has been careful in 

choosing and fostering changes in leadership styles, especially as we’ve grown from a small 

relatively homogeneous community into a UU mid-size II congregation, that is increasingly 

racially, generationally, socio-economically, and ethnically diverse.  Deeply rooted in our 300 

year history we are radically open to the new.  Fullan says, “In a non-linear, dynamic world, 

everything exists only in relationship to everything else, and the interactions among agents in the 

system lead to complex, unpredictable outcomes.”  Complex, unpredictable outcomes, are often 

far more beautiful than we have imagined, they are by definition emergence, and involve 

creating the more beautiful world we dream about.       

  

When I was at seminary, it was said no one could object to the UU Purposes and Principles, they 

were mom and apple pie.  But mom didn’t live in a globalizing multicultural world and I haven’t 

eaten a slice of apple pie in many years. Life changed.  When I became a Unitarian Universalist 

30 years ago in Concord, Massachusetts most UUs there wouldn’t say they believed in God, and 

many of them said horrible things about Christianity.  We affirmed the inherent worth of dignity 

of every person but it was generally [shhh] understood that Catholics, Republicans, and most 

uneducated poor people were not included.  That God is a part of the religious worldview of 
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most human beings on this planet didn’t then suggest inherent worth and dignity included taking 

God seriously.  Over the last 30 years we have grown in compassion.  I am delighted that this 

UU congregation has an inclusive view of the divine mystery that ranges across Christian, 

Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, Taoist, humanist, pagan, agnostic and atheistic perspectives. 

 

For nearly 30 years the UUA has affirmed justice, equity and compassion in human relations, but 

it is only recently that many of us concluded: that we must stand with undocumented immigrants 

when the law doesn’t treat them with compassion; stand with black prisoners when the law 

doesn’t treat them with justice; and stand with the poor and marginalized when the law doesn’t 

treat them with equity.  Our principle never was justice, equity, and compassion just for our 

friends and families, but rather justice, equity and compassion in all human relations.   If we take 

our principles seriously, we ought to hold accountable our town and city governments, our state 

and federal government, to practice justice, equity and compassion for all people, all the time.  

It’s not much of a purpose if we just talk about it among ourselves.  Let’s take it to the streets! 

 

At last weekend’s GRACE summit, which stands for growing racial and cultural equity in our 

UU congregations, someone introduced me to Diane Goodman’s book Promoting Diversity and 

Social Justice: educating people from privileged groups.  She says everything we do should 

build relationships and trust; affirm, validate, and convey respect for individuals; and heighten 

each member’s investment in our community.  We want each and every one of us to belong here, 

to help us do together what we cannot do alone.  Goodman says the costs of oppression to people 

from privileged groups include loss of an authentic sense of self, loss and diminishment of 

relationships, loss of developing a broad understanding of culture and history, loss of moral and 

spiritual integrity, and eventually loss of safety, resources, and quality of life.  Doing diversity 

work is not optional for a 21
st
 century emergent congregation.  The costs of not doing the work 

are far too high.  Goodman writes, “People who have been unlearning privilege/oppression feel 

their lives are richer and more fulfilling in numerous ways.  One is living with greater meaning 

and purpose.  They have found issues they feel passionately about and engage in efforts that feel 

significant.  Work for social justice gives their life depth and direction.”  We are becoming a 

transformative community of justice!  

 

UU’s affirm acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth in our 

congregations.  Someone asked me the other day what if I don’t want to grow spiritually?  Are 

you going to make me?  Am I still welcome in this congregation?  I think that acceptance of one 

another would imply no coercion, an open armed acceptance, as long as you encourage others to 

spiritual growth in our congregation!  Your spiritual growth is your personal choice.  I was 

delighted a few weeks back when our youth chose to explore their emerging concepts of human 

nature for their theme on Youth Sunday.  They were expressing their own free and responsible 

search for truth and meaning.   

We know spiritual growth is hard, a long journey, often longer then a lifetime, and seldom 

happens without dedicated work.  Yet we aren’t all the same.  Some people are more spiritually 

open and mature than others; more capable of becoming our best selves.  Perhaps we all aspire to 

become such people.   
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In 1984, when our Purposes and Principles were adopted, the right of conscience and the use of 

the democratic process within our congregations and in society at large was probably the best we 

could do.  The people drafting that statement were mortified by 20
th

 century Fascist and 

Communist totalitarian regimes that deprived people of their right of expressing their own 

consciences and of a meaningful vote in what matters in the society’s governance.  We love the 

concept of New England town meeting, where all members come together for rational 

deliberation, to hear each other’s perspectives, and then all agree to be bound by the vote of the 

majority of their friends and neighbors, who presumably have very similar interests to them.  Of 

course, even as GA passed that 1984 vote, that form of democracy was already fading from the 

American scene.  Our federal government is a representative democracy.  You can’t bring 300 

million people together to deliberate and vote their conscience.  You can elect representatives to 

do so on our behalf.  But by the 1980’s we already knew that most elected representatives cared 

more about money from lobbyists and special interests so they seldom represented our interests.  

And Supreme Court rulings of the last three decades have made it only worse.  Representative 

democracy in the US is now largely a cultural artifact.  Some Millennials might even say it’s a 

farce.   Massachusetts state government is similarly corrupt, except our representatives live 

among us, so we see how they behave in representing the will of the people.  Brookline, like 

many Massachusetts cities and towns, outgrew town meeting style democracy.  We couldn’t all 

fit in Pierce Hall, nor were we willing to hear each person’s views on every subject, so we 

adopted representative democracy on the local scale.  This feels less corrupt, no lobbyists, few 

special interests, but it has the significant bias that who is represented is who actually votes.  So 

it favors the views of older, retired, better educated, more privileged and more involved voters 

over the young, the marginalized, and the emerging groups who have less voice.   

 

Now ask our Diversity Caucus: the same is happening in our congregation.  Less than half of our 

active members are in worship this morning so I expect less than half of our active members will 

vote in today’s Annual Meeting.  Our bylaws call for a 15% minimum quorum to recognize this 

problem, but a majority of 15% could pass our budget with less than 10% of the active 

membership voting yes.  Now I hope we will have far more than a minimum quorum today, but 

how representative will that group be of our overall membership?  Annual Meeting attendees 

seem to be weighted towards older, richer, more involved, longer time members, while the 

families with young children and newer members, along with other emerging groups in this 

community, are far less represented in our decision making.  Even then the pressures to keep the 

meeting under an hour and a half, in order to include those who wish to participate despite busy 

schedules, means we cannot all speak our views about each important thing that comes before 

annual meeting.  We are now a midsize II UU congregation, with over 250 members, one that is 

increasingly generationally, socio-economically, racially and culturally diverse.  What served us 

in 1717, or even in 1917, will not serve us as well in our governance of ourselves in 2017.  What 

to do? 

 

The Parish Committee has adapted to these changes over the years by finding ways to garner far 

greater information about this emerging congregation outside of formal annual meetings.  The 
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2005 vote to call Rev. Martha and me, and the 2013 vote to call me as senior minister, were the 

two times in the last ten years the Parish Committee spent considerable congregational resources 

to ensure everyone was heard, and where possible everyone heard each other, before an absolute 

majority of active members voted to call a minister.  My authority as senior minister derives 

from that congregational call.  Our lay leadership are using various congregational conversations, 

task forces, and other means to discern a congregational consensus before reaching other 

important decisions.  Over many years, the senior minister’s role as head of staff, and my 

relationship to the Parish Committee, has become much more defined and clearly delineated.  If 

you are a member, whether or not you come to annual meeting, we are a small enough 

community that all our active members are expected to hold both our staff and our governing 

board accountable for what we do.  So thank you for helping us do together what we cannot do 

alone. 

 

If the young adults of the postmodern Occupy movement taught us anything, it is that a 

government bought and funded by the 1%, working on behalf of the 1%, will not make decisions 

on globalization and climate change that accurately reflect the views and needs of the vast 

majority of its constituents.  To paraphrase the song Hotel California, for a typical American, 

you can vote any time you like, but you will not change government policy.  I want to call us to 

collectively act to regain our expectation of justice, equity and compassion in human relations, 

with a sincere goal of world community with peace, liberty and justice for all.  As a people of 

faith, holding ourselves and our leaders accountable for working towards justice, equity and 

compassion in all we do.  We can’t get there with individual transcendence alone, as much as we 

love it, we must become a congregation of emergence.  A community of people, believing we 

can do better, seeking the world we dream is possible, working to make it come true, and taking 

it to the streets!     

 

Climate change is the greatest threat to our planet.  How do we show respect for the 

interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part?  Acting globally we need to care for 

the bottom billion of human beings suffering climate change.  Nationally we need to make 

ourselves heard when it comes to globalization and climate change.  We need to speak on behalf 

of the marginalized, the voiceless and the oppressed.  On a state wide basis we need to march 

with inner city families torn apart by gun violence, stand with black prisoners who won’t 

otherwise be given justice, and advocate for immigrant families who otherwise will not be shown 

compassion.  There is no time for dawdling, we must act now!  What does justice, equity and 

compassion in human relations look like in a 21
st
 century mid-sized II Unitarian Universalist 

congregation?  We’re finding out! 

 

The generational changes in this congregation are nowhere more pronounced than around how 

we will be together, what we each feel is important for our community, and how we will govern 

our congregation.  The Parish Committee, working with the ministers, has made great strides 

towards a more inclusive and equitable governance structure over the last ten years, starting even 

before I arrived.  Some of those changes are reflected in the bylaw amendments you will vote on 

at Annual Meeting.  Some amendments the Parish Committee wanted further congregational 
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conversation around before completing changes in our bylaws next year, to bring them fully in 

accord with how we govern ourselves today with justice, equity and compassion in our human 

relations.  This is part of what it means to be a 21
st
 century emergent faith community.  To 

delight for love to abide in our midst!  I love you all dearly.  Blessed Be and Amen. 


