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Worship Resource Packet for Liberation & Liberal Theology 
Theme-Based Ministry Project 

First Universalist Church of Denver 
 

Note for this Packet:  
Because most of our themes deal with various aspects of liberal theology,  

this packet focuses primarily on liberation theology. 
 

SLT = Singing the Living Tradition/ STJ = Singing the Journey / WW = UUA Worship Web/ T = Touchstones 
 

Please attribute the authors of these resources in the Order of Service and in the service itself. 
 
Part 1: Sample Order of Service 
Part 2: List of Resources 
Part 3: Worship Resources 
 

Part 1: Sample Order of Service 
This sample order of service illustrates one way to break the sermon (aka talk, lecture, etc.) into two or 
three parts. One part would use one of the sermon excerpts provided below, while the other one or two 
parts would be based on the theme and written and delivered by members of your congregation. An 
alternative using two parts would be to use two of the sermon excerpts in this packet. 
 
Announcements 
Gathering Music 
Opening Words 
Hymn 
Chalice Lighting (either spoken by worship leader or in unison by congregation) 
 
Sung Response #123 Spirit of Life by Carolyn McDade (remain seated) 
Spirit of Life, come unto me. Sing in my heart all the stirrings of compassion. 
Blow in the wind, rise in the sea; move in the hand giving life the shape of justice. 
Roots hold me close; wings set me free; Spirit of Life, come to me, come to me. 
 
Words of Welcome (by worship leader or Board member) 
 
Meeting and Greeting (invite people to greet each other) 
 
Music  
 
Exploration I  Suggested length 5 minutes (500 words) written by a member of the 

congregation on the theme or use pat of one of the sermons in section 11.  
(If you are just doing two explorations, eliminate this one.) 

 
Sharing of Joys and Sorrows (with lighting of candles or another ritual) 
(unison response) For the joys shared, we join you in celebration. For the sorrows and concerns 
spoken here, may you feel our sympathy and compassion. For all that remains unspoken, both joy and 
sorrow, may the caring of our community offer you both kindness and hope. 
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Readings from the Common Bowl (use ten quotes from the Touchstones journal read by two people 
alternating—don’t read the names of the authors of the quotes, but allow a few beats between them so 
people can absorb the words and the meaning.) 
 
Exploration II             Use one of the sermon excerpts provided below (ten minutes/1,000 words) 
 
Offering 
 
Reading or Responsive Reading 
 
Exploration III Suggested length 5 minutes (500 words) written by a member of the 

congregation on the theme. 
Hymn 
 
Extinguishing the Chalice by Elizabeth Selle Jones (in unison) 
We extinguish this flame but not the light of truth, the warmth of community, or the fire of commitment. 
These we carry in our hearts until we are together again. 
 
Closing Words 
 
Postlude 
 

Part 2: List of Resources 
1.0: Opening Words 

1.1: Motherless Child by Rev. Amy Bowden Freedman (see below) WW 
1.2: Whatever the need that brings you to this special place and hour by Rev.Albert F. Ciarcia 
(see below) WW 
1.3: May we come into this building hallowed by Rev. Kenneth R. Warren (see below) WW 

 
2.0: Chalice Lighting 

2.1: The Chalice is a Symbol by Rev. Debra Faulk (see below) WW 
2.2: We Come Together Without Creed by Rev. M. Maureen Killoran (see below) WW 
2.3: May We Be Keepers of Thy Flame by Rev. Richard S. Gilbert (see below) WW 
2.4: Our prophets died for the freedom of faith by Rev. Heather K. Janules (see below) WW 

 
3.0: Hymns 

3.1: SLT #104 When Israel Was in Egypt’s Land 
3.2: SLT #113 Where Is Our Holy Church? 
3.3: SLT #116 I’m On My Way 
3.4: SLT #145 As Tranquil Streams 
3.5: SLT #151 I Wish I Knew How 
3.6: SLT #153 Oh, I Woke Up This Morning 
3.7: SLT #155 Circle Round for Freedom 
3.8: SLT #287 Faith of the Larger Liberty 

 
4.0: Stories & Illustrations 

4.1: The Stream adapted from a Sufi story (see below) 
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4.2: The Answer is in Your Hands adapted from an Indian folk tale. (see below) Tapestry of 
Faith 

 
5.0: Meditations 

5.1: In the midst of a world by Rev. Dr. Rebecca Parker (see below) WW 
5.2: Let Us Make this Earth a Heaven by Rev. Tess Baumberger (see below) WW 
5.3: Guided Meditation by Rev. Emmy Lou Belcher (see below) WW 

 
6.0: Prayers 

6.1: God of all oppressed persons by Rev. Robin F. Gray (see below) WW 
6.2: The Peace Not Past Understanding by Rev. Gary Kowalski (see below) WW 
6.3: Giver of being and freedom by Rev. George Kimmich Beach (see below) WW 
6.4: May we open ourselves ever more fully to that Eternal Mystery by Rev. Carol Meyer (see 
below) WW 

 
7.0: Responsive Readings 

7:1: SLT #579 The Limits of Tyrants by Frederick Douglass 
7:2: SLT #588 To Loose the Fetters of Injustice Isaiah 58 
7:3: SLT #590 Psalm 126 by Daniel Berrigan 
7:4: SLT #591 I Call That Church Free by James Luther Adams 
7:5: SLT #592 The Free Mind by Henry David Thoreau 
7:6: SLT #593 Liberation is Costly by Desmond Tutu 
7:7: SLT #631 Passover by Beth El Congregation 
7:8: We Are The Light of the World by Rev. Rebecca A. Edmiston-Lange (see below) WW 

 
8.0: Readings 

8.1: from Keeping You a Secret by Julie Anne Peters (see below) 
8.2: from World as Lover, World as Self by Joanna Macy (see below) 
8.3: from The Audacity of Hope: Thoughts on Reclaiming the American Dream by Barack 
Obama (see below) 
8.4: from Death of the Liberal Class by Chris Hedges (see below) 
8.5: from Exhumations by Christopher Isherwood (see below) 
8.6: Anyone’s Ministry by Rev. Dr. Gordon B. McKeeman (see below) WW 
8.7: Not somewhere else, but here by Rev. Dr. Rebecca Ann Parker (see below) WW 

 
9.0: Extinguishing the Chalice 

9.1: We extinguish this flame by Elizabeth Selle Jones (see below) 
 
10.0: Closing Words 

10.1: We shall overcome by Rev. Jonalu Johnstone (see below) WW 
10.2: Remembering our spiritual, courageous ancestors by Rev. Rhys Williams (see below) 
WW 
10.3: May we leave this place by Rev. Bets Wienecke (see below) WW 
10.4: May we never rest by Rev. John Cummins (see below) WW 
10.5: The Truth That Makes Us Free by anonymous (see below) WW 
10.6: Through our temporary lives by Rev. Carl G Seaburg (see below) WW  

 
11.0: Sermons & Sermon Excerpts 
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11.1: Whose Liberation? by Rev. Melanie Morel-Ensminger (Excerpt, full text at 
http://revmelanie.blogspot.com/2011/04/whose-liberation-sermon-for-passover.html) (see 
below) 
11.2: Who Binds You? Liberation Theology and the Liberal Faith by Rev. Dr. Joshua Snyder 
(excerpt, full text at http://www.secondunitarianomaha.org/sermons.cgi?id=123) (see below) 
11.3: Liberation Stories: Freedom at the Heart of Faith by Rev. Lynn Thomas Strauss 
(excerpt, full text at http://www.uucr.org/sermons/liberationstories.html) (see below) 
11.4: Liberation: A Family Value by Rev. Lynn Thomas Strauss (excerpt, from Liberation 
Theologies, full text at 
http://www.uucr.org/worship/sermons/20080420_liberationtheology.doc) (see below) 
11.5: Liberation Theology by Rev. Lilia Cuervo  
(excerpt, full text at http://www.firstparishcambridge.org/files/February_20_-_11-
Liberation_Theology.pdf) (see below) 
11.6: America’s founding faiths by Rev. Dr. Forrest Church 
(http://www.uuworld.org/ideas/articles/50591.shtml) (see below) 
11.7: Safe and Profoundly Unsound by Rev. Victoria E. Safford  
(excerpt, full text at http://www.uua.org/worship/words/sermons/submissions/184792.shtml) 
(see below) 

 
12.0: Readings from the Common Bowl 
 

Part 3: Worship Resources 
1.0: Opening Words 
1.1: Motherless Child by Rev. Amy Bowden Freedman 

Sometimes I feel like a motherless child . . .   
    Here may you find  
            a warm greeting   
            a kind word   
            a gentle touch  
Sometimes I feel like I have no friend . . .   
    Here may you find  
            a community of support   
            a pulse of liberation   
            a vision of hope  
Sometimes I feel I am almost gone . . .   
    Here may you find   
            a song to sing   
            a moment of silence   
            a hand to hold  
Even when you are a long way from home . . .  
    may these walls give you shelter   
    may this community break through your loneliness  

And may you feel the embrace of a larger Spirit of Life and Love. 
Come, let us worship together. 
 
1.2: Whatever the need that brings you to this special place and hour by Rev.Albert F. Ciarcia  

     Whatever the need that brings you to this special place and hour, know most surely that it is 
best served through eager receptivity of mind and heart.  
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     If it be to take a firmer step toward the lifting horizon of high thought; if it be a desire to 
give assistance to feelings that should range and are true; if it be to challenge the way of your 
life; if it be to find your place as part of a caring and serving community; -- then let your mind 
consider well what is here thoughtfully given, then let your heart accept freely what is here 
lovingly shared. 

 
1.3: May we come into this building hallowed by Rev. Kenneth R. Warren  

     May we come into this building hallowed by generations of thoughtful worship. May we 
come into the company of this congregation, enlightened by reason and moved by concern. 
May we come with open minds and warm hearts.  
     May we here cultivate a confidence that human intelligence and human affection can temper 
and ultimately overcome cruel circumstance and misguided malice, with faith in the power of 
good over evil.  
     So may we find both our social responsibilities and our individual salvation. 

 
2.0: Chalice Lighting 
2.1: The Chalice is a Symbol by Rev. Debra Faulk  

A chalice lit in our midst is a symbol of our liberal faith, 
A faith built on the foundation of freedom, reason and tolerance 
A faith sustained by acts of kindness and justice 
A faith that visions a world flourishing, with equality for all her people 
A faith that demands the living out of goodness 
A faith that requires thoughtfulness 
A faith of wholeness 
This tiny flame is the symbol of the spark of all this within each of us. 

 
2.2: We Come Together Without Creed by Rev. M. Maureen Killoran  

     In this free church, we come together without creed, focusing instead on the core values of 
justice, equity and compassion... 
     Of mutual acceptance of our diverse ways of being, as we seek to connect ourselves more 
fully with the unfolding truths of life and of our world. 
     We come together in shared conviction that all people deserve a voice in matters that 
concern them, and that it is up to each of us to protect the rights of all—particularly those who, 
for whatever reason, have long been held in silence. 
     We come together in the stubborn belief that community is possible and that peace is more 
than a dream. 
     We commit together to affirm in our actions as well as our words, the inherent worth and 
dignity of every human being. 
     We come together in awareness of our interdependence with all humanity, and with the 
wider web of existence, for that too is part of what is meant by “we.” 
     In this free church, we come together without creed, believing that the way we live in the 
world bears testament to the value of our beliefs. 
     We light this chalice as a beacon of hope for who have gathered here this day. For all who 
have ever walked through our doors, for those who may yet find this spiritual home, and for 
those whose paths will never come our way. 
     For all this, and for all those things we dare to hope and dream, we kindle our chalice flame 
this day. 

 
2.3: May We Be Keepers of Thy Flame by Rev. Richard S. Gilbert  
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O flaming chalice, symbol of a free faith,  
Burn with the holy oil of helpfulness and service.  
Spread warmth and light and hope;  
Warm hearts grown cold with indifference;  
Light dark places with justice; rekindle hope in despair.  
May we bring fuel for thy fire of love.  
May the oil of loving kindness flow from us to thy leaping flame.  
May hands of service shelter thee,  
That no winds of hate may extinguish thy brightness.  
May thy light and warmth be eternal.  
May we be keepers of thy flame. 

 
2.4: Our prophets died for the freedom of faith by Rev. Heather K. Janules  

     Our prophets died for the freedom of faith;  
We are here in their spirit.  
We are here to practice and sustain our living tradition;  
To light a chalice,  
Claiming for justice  
The heat and power of fire.  
     In our free faith,  
We are here,  
Seeking freedom from despair,  
The freedom to be loved as ourselves,  
And the freedom to grow beyond imagination.  
     We are here,  
Gathered in the name of all that we find holy.  
Let us give thanks for the gift of gathering here.  

 
3.0: Hymns 

3.1: SLT #104 When Israel Was in Egypt’s Land 
3.2: SLT #113 Where Is Our Holy Church? 
3.3: SLT #116 I’m On My Way 
3.4: SLT #145 As Tranquil Streams 
3.5: SLT #151 I Wish I Knew How 
3.6: SLT #153 Oh, I Woke Up This Morning 
3.7: SLT #155 Circle Round for Freedom 
3.8: SLT #287 Faith of the Larger Liberty 

 
4.0: Stories & Illustrations 
4.1: The Stream adapted from a Sufi story 

     In the high mountains, a small stream crept from a hidden source beneath the ground. It 
flowed down the mountain passing rocky ravines, pine covered forests, lush meadows, and 
through ponds and lakes. 
     Sometimes the stream raced down through a canyon. At other times ,it slowed as it flowed 
through a meadow. It even disappeared occasionally by going underground, only to re-appear. 
     There was no obstacle that it met that could stop it. The stream was so powerful that it even 
wore away the hard rock that got in its way. 
     One day, after flowing many, many miles, it came to the edge of a desert with sand 
stretching endlessly ahead. This was new, but the little stream had never been stopped before. 
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Even in winter, when the ice tried to stop it, the stream found a way to flow beneath the ice. 
     “I’ve never been stopped before,” thought the little stream. “No desert is going to get in my 
way.” 
     The little stream flung its water onto the sand, but the water disappeared, absorbed by the 
sand. It gathered more water and tried again and again, but every time its waters disappeared. 
     The stream looked up and saw the wind crossing the desert with ease. It thought to itself, “If 
the wind can cross the desert, so can I.” And it tried again and again without success. In despair 
it said, “But I must cross the desert. My journey can not end here.” It decided to rest and gather 
more water to try again. In that moment the desert spoke saying, “Your old ways will not work 
with me. You will never cross my sands with what you are doing. You must find a new way.” 
     “But I don’t know any new ways,” cried the stream. “Look at the wind, it easily crosses over 
you.” 
     “Exactly,” said the desert. “You must let the wind carry you forward. Let it absorb you and 
fly you across to the other side of my sands.” The little stream was horrified. “Absorb me,” it 
said, “you must be crazy. I have always been a stream.” 
     The desert just laughed, for it was old and wise and knew the ways of nature. “How foolish 
you are. You were once a raindrop in a cloud. That is how you got to the top of the mountain in 
the first place.” The stream was astonished. It had no memory of another existence. And now it 
was afraid, afraid of both the desert and the wind, afraid that it would never be able to flow 
again, for that was what it loved more than anything. 
     “I’m afraid,” it said aloud. The desert understood saying, “There is nothing to fear. The 
essence of who you truly are will remain, even as the wind lifts you up and carries you across 
my sands. You must simply be willing to let go. Liberation is the willingness to let go of who 
you are in order for you to become something else. If you do not let go, you will be forever 
imprisoned here, becoming marshland. Your days of being a stream will be over, but if you 
allow the wind to transform you, it will carry you to your next destination and you will rain 
down to become a mighty river.” 
     The stream thought about what the desert said. It slowly came to believe that the wind could 
be trusted. The stream decided to stop flinging itself at the desert and allowed the wind to lift it 
skyward as vapor. It became a cloud, and on the other side of the desert, it became raindrops. 
Falling to earth, it became a mighty river just as the desert promised. It continued to flow, 
unaware that a new change would come when it reached the ocean. 
 

4.2: The Answer is in Your Hands adapted from an Indian folk tale. 
     There was once a wise woman who lived by herself near a small village. Rumor had it that 
she could always accurately predict when the rains would come, or help heal a sick child with 
herbs, or calm angry neighbors and help them to resolve their fights and arguments. People 
came from all over the land to meet with her and seek her advice on matters both small and 
great. Her reputation was such that was said she was never wrong — not ever. 
     Some of the children of the village didn’t believe that it was possible to always be right. 
Surely she could not know everything! They decided to test her knowledge. First they asked her 
to answer questions about the planets, the animals, and the world. No matter how hard the 
questions, she always answered correctly. 
     The children were amazed at her knowledge and learning and most were ready to stop 
testing the wise woman. However, one boy was determined to prove that the old woman 
couldn’t know everything. Hatching a devious scheme, he told all of his friends to meet him at 
the woman’s home the following afternoon so he could prove she was a faker. 
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     All through the next day he hunted for a bird. Finally he caught a small songbird in a net. 
Holding it behind his back so no one could see what was in his hands, he walked triumphantly 
to the wise woman’s home. 
     “Old woman!” he called. “Come and show us how wise you are!” 
     The woman walked calmly to the door. “May I help you?” she simply asked. 
     “You say you know everything — prove it — what am I holding behind my back?” the 
young boy demanded. 
     The old woman thought for a moment. She could make out the faint sounds of a birds wings 
rustling. “I do not say I know everything — for that would be impossible,” she replied. 
“However, I do believe you are holding a bird in your hands.” 
     The boy was furious. How could the woman have possibly known he had a bird? Thinking 
quickly he came up with a new scheme. He would ask the woman whether the bird was alive or 
dead. If the woman replied, “alive,” he would crush it with his hands and prove her wrong. If 
she answered, “dead,” on the other hand, he would pull the living bird from behind his back 
and allow it to fly away. Either way he would prove his point and the wise woman would be 
discredited. 
     “Very good,” he called. “It is a bird. But tell me, is the bird I am holding alive or dead?” 
     The wise woman paused for a long moment while the boy waited with anticipation for his 
opportunity to prove her wrong. Again the woman spoke calmly, “The answer, my young 
friend, is in your hands. The answer is in your hands.” 
     The boy realized that the wise woman had once again spoken correctly and truthfully. The 
answer was indeed in his own hands. Feeling the bird feebly moving in his hands as it tried to 
escape his grasp, he felt suddenly very ashamed. 
     The answer was in his hands — slowly and gently he brought his hands to the front of his 
body. Looking into the eyes of the delicate bird he apologized, “I am sorry little one,” and he 
opened his hands to let her go free. 

 
5.0: Meditations 
5.1: In the midst of a world by Rev. Dr. Rebecca Parker  

     In the midst of a world marked by tragedy and beauty, there must be those who bear witness 
against unnecessary destruction, and who, with faith, stand and lead in freedom, with grace and 
power.  
     There must be those who speak honestly and do not avoid seeing what must be seen of 
sorrow and outrage, or tenderness, and wonder.  
     There must be those whose grief troubles the water while their voices sing and speak 
refreshed worlds.  
     There must be those whose exuberance rises with lovely energy that articulates earth’s joys.  
     There must be those who are restless for respectful and loving companionship among human 
beings, whose presence invites people to be themselves without fear.  
     There must be those who gather with the congregation of remembrance and compassion, 
draw water from old wells, and walk the simple path of love for neighbor.  
     And, there must be communities of people who seek to do justice, love kindness, and walk 
humbly with God, who call on the strength of soul-force to heal, transform, and bless life.  
     There must be religious witness.  

 
5.2: Let Us Make this Earth a Heaven by Rev. Tess Baumberger  

     Let us make this earth a heaven, right here, right now. 
Who knows what existences death will bring? 
Let us create a heaven here on earth where love and truth and justice reign. 
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     Let us welcome all at our Pearly Gates, our Freedom Table, 
amid singing and great rejoicing, 
black, white, yellow, red, and all our lovely colors, 
straight, gay, transgendered, bisexual, and all the ways 
of loving each other’s bodies. 
Blind, deaf, mute, healthy, sick, variously-abled, 
Young, old, fat, thin, gentle, cranky, joyous, sorrowing. 
     Let no one feel excluded, let no one feel alone. 
May the rich let loose their wealth to rain upon the poor. 
May the poor share their riches with those too used to money. 
May we come to venerate the Earth, our mother, 
and tend her with wisdom and compassion. 
May we make our earth an Eden, a paradise. 
May no one wish to leave her. 
     May hate and warfare cease to clash in causes 
too old and tired to name; religion, nationalism, 
the false god of gold, deep-rooted ethnic hatreds. 
May these all disperse and wane, may we see each other’s true selves. 
May we all dwell together in peace and joy and understanding. 
Let us make a heaven here on earth, before it is too late. 
Let us make this earth a heaven, for each other’s sake. 
 

5.3: Guided Meditation by Rev. Emmy Lou Belcher  
Let us take a moment to settle into the silence.  
Hear and feel your quiet breathing.  
Hear and feel the quiet of this room  
    and this community of quiet people.  
As we sit in the quiet, feel the life that stretches between us,  
    that fills this room.  
Feel the opening of all the windows of our beings,  
    and the full out-stretching of our spirits,  
As we reach outward to the life around us,  
    beyond this room,  
        throughout all creation.  
For this life --  
    for the freedom we have to shape and pursue our lives --  
        we are grateful and rejoice. Amen. 

 
6.0: Prayers 
6.1: God of all oppressed persons by Rev. Robin F. Gray 

God of all oppressed persons, remind us of your presence in voices of protest; shatter our self-
complacent faith in liberty freely given; and remind us of the cost of hard-won freedom.  
Let the pain of strangled dreams return us to a knowledge of our own triumphs in the struggle 
to be free. Shatter our freedom, and let us learn to accept responsibility for the lives of all the 
yearning people of the world. Amen. 

 
6.2: The Peace Not Past Understanding by Rev. Gary Kowalski  
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     We pray for the peace not past understanding: 
The peace of children laughing and students quietly studying, 
Of young women dancing and men flirting beneath the stars.  
     The peace not past understanding: 
Where no gunfire disrupts the night, 
Where girls can walk downtown and not be afraid, 
Where boys can turn eighteen and never register, 
Where voices of hatred and intolerance find no hearing in the public square,  
     The peace of decisions democratically determined, 
Where opportunities for a decent life are equitably shared: 
Not the peace of gated communities, 
The false security of padlocked doors or walled borders, 
But the peace that reigns when people come together to solve their problems 
in a world where national boundaries are rapidly falling away.  
     We pray for peace in this world, here and now, 
Not for deliverance in the sweet hereafter, 
But for the kind of promised land foretold by prophets of old:  
     A land of milk and honey (real milk and real honey), 
No GMO’s or bovine growth hormone, 
But certified organic and pesticide free,  
     Where swords are beaten into ploughshares and spears into pruning hooks, 
Re-tooling the economy from military to civilian manufacture,  
     Where justice will roll down like waters, 
Unpolluted by urban run-off,  
     And each shall labor beneath his own vine and fig tree, 
On small family owned farms, 
Not as underpaid minions of corporate agribusiness,  
     Proclaiming liberty to the captives 
Of the prison industrial complex,  
     Bringing the oil of gladness 
Instead of dependence on Middle Eastern crude,  
     And where a young child shall lead them, 
Not a plutocracy of withered old men, 
But youth unencumbered by ancient animosities, 
A rising generation in an emerging planetary culture.  
     Good God, remind us of your vision for us, your promise of a peace not far off but close at 
hand, not a mere dream but a better future waiting to be made real, when people will build 
houses and live to inhabit them, plant trees and eat their fruit, and none shall hurt or destroy.  
     Amen. 

 
6.3: Giver of being and freedom by Rev. George Kimmich Beach  

     Giver of being and freedom, thou who touches our lives in unforeseen ways, who unsettles 
our ease and upsets our self-satisfactions: We wait in these moments of stillness to let the 
hidden processes of healing and growth do their silent work within us, and to let the quiet work 
of reconciliation be renewed among us.  
     Because we know that the ultimate issues of life -- healing and growth, reconciliation and 
renewal -- cannot be forced, neither by excess of activity nor by tumult of words, we seek out 
this stillness. We seek the quiet -- the resting place -- of our restless hearts.  
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     Because we live with mystery, we trust that which is deeper than we know -- which touches 
our hearts -- which steadies us and rekindles our spirits – which, finally, in faith, may be named 
the love that has laid hold upon us, and will not let us go. Amen. 

 
6.4: May we open ourselves ever more fully to that Eternal Mystery by Rev. Carol Meyer  

     May we open ourselves ever more fully to that Eternal Mystery which lures us onward 
toward life and creativity.  
     May we find the courage to live our faith, to speak our truth, and to strive together for a 
world where freedom abounds and justice truly does roll down like water.  
     May we know the fullness of love without fear, and the serenity of peace without turmoil.  
     May we hold one another in the deep and tender places with compassion, and may we grace 
one another by sharing our own vulnerabilities, being ever mindful of the divinity within that 
makes soulmates of us all. 

 
7.0: Responsive Readings 
7:1: SLT #579 The Limits of Tyrants by Frederick Douglass 
7:2: SLT #588 To Loose the Fetters of Injustice Isaiah 58 
7:3: SLT #590 Psalm 126 by Daniel Berrigan 
7:4: SLT #591 I Call That Church Free by James Luther Adams 
7:5: SLT #592 The Free Mind by Henry David Thoreau 
7:6: SLT #593 Liberation is Costly by Desmond Tutu 
7:7: SLT #631 Passover by Beth El Congregation 
7:8: We Are The Light of the World by Rev. Rebecca A. Edmiston-Lange  

Some people say that Jesus is the light of the world. We all can be the light of the world if we 
seek to act in ways that enlarge the realms of love and justice.  
When we share another’s pain or offer a comforting ear to a friend in need,  

We are the light of the world.  
When we give bread to the hungry or support ways to house the homeless,  

We are the light of the world.  
When we fight temptations to wrongdoing within ourselves and treat our neighbors with 
respect,  

We are the light of the world.  
When we try to overcome differences with understanding and solve conflict with peaceful 
means,  

We are the light of the world.  
When we look for the good in other people and in ourselves,  

We are the light of the world.  
When we do not stay quiet in the face of prejudice, but speak our minds firmly and gently,  

We are the light of the world.  
When we fight despair within ourselves and side with hope,  

We are the light of the world.  
When we use our powers justly and in the service of love for humanity,  

We are the light of the world.  
We are the light of the world! Amen and amen.  

 
8.0: Readings 
8.1: from Keeping You a Secret by Julie Anne Peters 

“The best thing about coming out is, it’s totally liberating. You feel like you’ve made this 
incredible discovery about yourself and you want to share it and be open and honest and not 
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spend all your time wondering how is this person going to react, or should I be careful around 
this person, or what will the neighbors say? And it’s more. It’s about getting past the question 
of what’s wrong with me, to knowing there’s nothing wrong, that you were born this way. 
You’re a normal person and a beautiful person and you should be proud of who you are. You 
deserve to live with dignity and show people your pride.”  

 
8.2: from World as Lover, World as Self by Joanna Macy  

     “Of course, even when you see the world as a trap and posit a fundamental separation 
between liberation of self and transformation of society, you can still feel a compassionate 
impulse to help its suffering beings. In that case you tend to view the personal and the political 
in a sequential fashion. ‘I’ll get enlightened first, and then I’ll engage in social action.’ Those 
who are not engaged in spiritual pursuits put it differently: ‘I’ll get my head straight first, I’ll 
get psychoanalyzed, I’ll overcome my inhibitions or neuroses or my hang-ups (whatever 
description you give to samsara) and then I’ll wade into the fray.’ Presupposing that world and 
self are essentially separate, they imagine they can heal one before healing the other. This 
stance conveys the impression that human consciousness inhabits some haven, or locker-room, 
independent of the collective situation – and then trots onto the playing field when it is geared 
up and ready. 
     It is my experience that the world itself has a role to play in our liberation. It’s very 
pressures, pains, and risks can wake us up – release us from the bonds of ego and guide us 
home to our vast, true nature. For some of us, our love of the world is so passionate that we 
cannot ask it to wait until we are enlightened.” 

 
8.3: from The Audacity of Hope: Thoughts on Reclaiming the American Dream by Barack Obama 

     “Maybe the critics are right. Maybe there’s no escaping our great political divide, an endless 
clash of armies, and any attempts to alter the rules of engagement are futile. Or maybe the 
trivialization of politics has reached a point of no return, so that most people see it as just one 
more diversion, a sport, with politicians our paunch-bellied gladiators and those who bother to 
pay attention just fans on the sidelines: We paint our faces red or blue and cheer our side and 
boo their side, and if it takes a late hit or cheap shot to beat the other team, so be it, for winning 
is all that matters. 
     But I don’t think so. They are out there, I think to myself, those ordinary citizens who have 
grown up in the midst of all the political and cultural battles, but who have found a way-in their 
own lives, at least- to make peace with their neighbors, and themselves. 
     ...I imagine they are waiting for a politics with the maturity to balance idealism and realism, 
to distinguish between what can and cannot be compromised, to admit the possibility that the 
other side might sometimes have a point. They don’t always understand the arguments between 
right and left, conservative and liberal, but they recognize the difference between dogma and 
common sense, responsibility and irresponsibility, between those things that last and those that 
are fleeting. They are out there, waiting for Republicans and Democrats to catch up with them.”  

 
8.4: from Death of the Liberal Class by Chris Hedges 

“If we really saw war, what war does to young minds and bodies, it would be impossible to 
embrace the myth of war. If we had to stand over the mangled corpses of schoolchildren killed 
in Afghanistan and listen to the wails of their parents, we would not be able to repeat clichés 
we use to justify war. This is why war is carefully sanitized. This is why we are given war’s 
perverse and dark thrill but are spared from seeing war’s consequences. The mythic visions of 
war keep it heroic and entertaining… 



 13 

     The wounded, the crippled, and the dead are, in this great charade, swiftly carted offstage. 
They are war’s refuse. We do not see them. We do not hear them. They are doomed, like 
wandering spirits, to float around the edges of our consciousness, ignored, even reviled. The 
message they tell is too painful for us to hear. We prefer to celebrate ourselves and our nation 
by imbibing the myths of glory, honor, patriotism, and heroism, words that in combat become 
empty and meaningless.” 

 
8.5: from Exhumations by Christopher Isherwood  

“An afternoon drive from Los Angeles will take you up into the high mountains, where eagles 
circle above the forests and the cold blue lakes, or out over the Mojave Desert, with its weird 
vegetation and immense vistas. Not very far away are Death Valley, and Yosemite, and 
Sequoia Forest with its giant trees which were growing long before the Parthenon was built; 
they are the oldest living things in the world. One should visit such places often, and be 
conscious, in the midst of the city, of their surrounding presence. For this is the real nature of 
California and the secret of its fascination; this untamed, undomesticated, aloof, prehistoric 
landscape which relentlessly reminds the traveller of his human condition and the 
circumstances of his tenure upon the earth. ‘You are perfectly welcome,’ it tells him, ‘during 
your short visit. Everything is at your disposal. Only, I must warn you, if things go wrong, 
don’t blame me. I accept no responsibility. I am not part of your neurosis. Don’t cry to me for 
safety. There is no home here. There is no security in your mansions or your fortresses, your 
family vaults or your banks or your double beds. Understand this fact, and you will be free. 
Accept it, and you will be happy.’” 

 
8.6: Anyone’s Ministry by Rev. Dr. Gordon B. McKeeman 

Ministry is 
a quality of relationship between and among 
human beings 
that beckons forth hidden possibilities; 
inviting people into deeper, more constant 
more reverent relationship with the world 
and with one another; 
carrying forward a long heritage of hope and 
liberation that has dignified and informed 
the human venture over many centuries; 
being present with, to, and for others 
in their terrors and torments 
in their grief, misery and pain; 
knowing that those feelings 
are our feelings, too; 
celebrating the triumphs of the human spirit, 
the miracles of birth and life, 
the wonders of devotion and sacrifice; 
witnessing to life-enhancing values; 
speaking truth to power; 
speaking for human dignity and equity, 
for compassion and aspiration; 
believing in life in the presence of death; 
struggling for human responsibility 
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against principalities and structures 
that ignore humaneness and become 
instruments of death. 
It is all these and much, much more than all of 
them, present in 
the wordless, 
the unspoken, 
the ineffable. 
It is speaking and living the highest we know 
and living with the knowledge that it is 
never as deep, or as wide 
or a high as we wish. 
Whenever there is a meeting 
that summons us to our better selves, wherever 
our lostness is found, 
our fragments are united, 
our wounds begin healing, 
our spines stiffen and 
our muscles grow strong for the task, 
there is ministry. 

 
8.7: Not somewhere else, but here by Rev. Dr. Rebecca Ann Parker 

     In 1976 I began a cross-country road trip with a friend. We had time, so we decided to take 
the back roads. One afternoon, the road passed through rural western Pennsylvania…. We came 
down through hill country into a valley. It had been raining hard, and as we neared a small 
town, we noticed blinking yellow lights warning off danger. We saw fields covered in standing 
water and passed several side roads blocked off with signs saying “Road Closed.” 
     …Coming into town, we crossed a bridge over a wide river. The water was high, muddy, 
flowing fast. Sandbags lined the roadway…. We headed out of town, following a winding 
country road, captivated by the evidence all around us that there had been a dramatic flood. 
Then we rounded a bend, and in front of us, a sheet of water covered the roadway. The water 
was rising fast, like a huge silver balloon being inflated before our eyes. 
     We started to turn the car around. The water was rising behind us as well. Suddenly we 
realized the flood hadn’t happened yesterday or last week. It was happening here and now. Dry 
ground was disappearing fast. We hurriedly clambered out of the car and scrambled to higher 
ground. Soaked to the bone, we huddled under a fir tree. The cold water of the storm poured 
down on us, baptizing us into the present – a present from which we had been insulated by both 
our car and our misjudgments about the country we were traveling through. 
     This is what it is like to be white in America. It is to travel well ensconced in a secure 
vehicle, to see signs of what is happening in the world outside your compartment and not 
realize that these signs have any contemporary meaning. It is to midjudge your location and 
believe you are uninvolved and unaffected by what is happening in the world…. 
     To come of age in America as a white person is to be educated into ignorance. It is to be 
culturally shaped to not know and not want to know the actual context in which you live. 

 
9.0: Extinguishing the Chalice 
9.1: We extinguish this flame by Elizabeth Selle Jones              

We extinguish this flame but not the light of truth, the warmth of community, or the fire of 
commitment. These we carry in our hearts until we are together again. 
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10.0: Closing Words 
10.1: We shall overcome by Rev. Jonalu Johnstone  

     We shall overcome.  
     When we can truly celebrate the diversity of contributions and talents offered by all people, 
we shall overcome hatred and prejudice and oppression.  
     When we can truly extend our hands to one another in loving acceptance, we shall overcome 
the past that haunts us now.  
     Living in peace and freedom, we shall overcome the wrongs that have happened and the 
debts left unpaid.  
     Let us join together in that commitment to overcome.  
     Let us say together, “Amen.” 

 
10.2: Remembering our spiritual, courageous ancestors by Rev. Rhys Williams  

     Remembering our spiritual, courageous ancestors who forsook oppression with security to 
gain freedom with opportunity -- may we go forth to master ourselves by accepting duty with 
responsibility, by showing balance in our judgments and by having breadth of vision in our 
deliberations. May we be exemplars of that spirit, moving forward with conviction and 
commitment, with unity without uniformity, with brotherhood and sisterhood to serve the truth 
that sets us free. Amen. 

 
10.3: May we leave this place by Rev. Bets Wienecke  

May we leave this place  
Seeking an uncharted and freely chosen way to wholeness,  
Knowing we have companions along the way 

 
10.4: May we never rest by Rev. John Cummins  

May we never rest until every child of earth in every generation is free from all prisons of the 
mind and of the body and of the spirit; until the earth and the hills and the seas shall dance, and 
the universe itself resound with the joyful cry: “Behold! I am!” 

 
10.5: The Truth That Makes Us Free by Anonymous  

May the truth that makes us free, and the hope that never dies, and the love that casts out all 
fear lead us forward together, ‘till the day breaks, and the shadows flee away. 

 
10.6: Through our temporary lives by Rev. Carl G Seaburg  

Through our temporary lives the great currents of history run. Let us keep the channels open 
and free so not to obstruct purposes greater than our own. Let us keep our minds set upon the 
high goals that here bind us into one sharing fellowship of loving hearts. Amen. 

 
11.0: Sermons & Sermon Excerpts 
11.1: Whose Liberation? by Rev. Melanie Morel-Ensminger (Excerpt, full text at 
http://revmelanie.blogspot.com/2011/04/whose-liberation-sermon-for-passover.html) 

     …While Passover began as a Jewish springtime celebration, marking both the passing of the 
seasons and the historic liberation from slavery, it has become a near-universal symbol of 
freedom. Those of us who have seen the classic movie “The Ten Commandments” cannot hear 
the story of the Exodus without picturing Charlton Heston as Moses, warning Yul Brynner’s 
Pharoah of the plagues to come, and later standing in front of a giant Red Sea, as the green 
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Jello waves part for the Israelites to cross over to the Promised Land. We love the cinematic 
story, and we relate to the stirring theme.  
     We all like to think of ourselves as the Hebrews, escaping bondage into freedom. We thrill 
to the sense that God or the Power of the Universe is on the side of the oppressed and will with 
human help act to set things right. It is a powerful thought, and has heartened and inspired 
downtrodden people over the millennia.  
     Enslaved Africans in America, hearing the Biblical story from their slave masters and their 
ministers, saw themselves in the story of the Hebrews, and encoded messages of escape to 
freedom to the Promised Land of the North in their spiritual songs, “Go Down Moses” and 
“Wade in the Water,” which they brazenly sang in front of their masters and mistresses. (How 
the white folks never seemed to see themselves as the wicked Pharoah who ought to let “my 
people go” will always be a mystery to me. Perhaps it is a tribute to how nearly every person 
hearing the story manages to identify with the Hebrews.) 
     Later in history, in the Civil Rights era of the 1950s and ‘60s, Martin Luther King Jr. and 
other African American leaders used the story again in their struggle for legal and social 
equality. In his last speech the night before he was shot, Martin Luther King told his spell-
bound listeners in Memphis (ironically named after a city in Egypt) that he had been “to the 
mountaintop” and had “seen the Promised Land” that he, like Moses, would not enter himself. 
     I say that the Passover-Exodus has become a “near-universal symbol of freedom” beyond 
Jewish people because being able to identify with it in that way, the way that sees your people 
as the Hebrew “good guys,” depends entirely on your existential point of view. As a graphic 
example, we heard in the excerpt from Tikkun magazine co-written by Rabbi Michael Lerner… 
that it is entirely possible from the viewpoint of the Palestinians to see present-day Israelis as 
modern Pharaohs, curtailing the freedoms of the Palestinian people, taking their homes and 
land, and proscribing and restricting their labor. 
     It’s also not hard to fathom why the Passover story would not symbolize liberation and 
freedom to Native Americans, and would resonate negatively with them. If you were an 
American Indian, who are the Egyptians and who are the slaves in the story? And who is 
already living happily in the Promised Land when the English refugees arrive, claiming the 
land has been promised to them by their god? 
     Indeed, the Pilgrims and the Puritans explicitly used the Passover metaphor of the Exodus to 
theologically explain their journey from England to the so-called New World (which was 
actually quite old to the people already here). To the newly-arrived colonists, who saw 
themselves as a “special people,” if not exactly as the Chosen People, the scripture story 
motivated them and excused their every action. Just as the Hebrews had moved into and taken 
over the land of Canaan in the Bible, by the sword if necessary, so did they have the right and 
privilege to take over this land, by violence if necessary. And so it was that a story ostensibly of 
liberation came to be used as a tool of oppression. It is no wonder that Native Americans read 
the Exodus story, as one member of the Osage Nation has written, “with Canaanite eyes.”  
     ...If you are a migrant worker coming to America from an impoverished and possibly 
oppressive country, with legal papers or not, who is Egypt, who are the Hebrews, who are the 
Canaanites whose land is invaded? If you are a low-wage worker in a place like New Orleans 
that attracts migrant workers, who because of their ambiguous legal status can be paid much 
less than you (and indeed even cheated of the low wages they are paid), who is Egypt, who are 
the Hebrews, who are the Canaanites whose land is invaded?  
     …The Midrash, the collection of interpretations and stories that accumulated around the 
Torah over generations, teaches that, while watching the Egyptians succumb to the plagues, the 
angels in heaven broke into songs of jubilation, and in a stunning early example of 
universalism, God rebuked them, saying, “The Egyptians are my children also – my creatures 
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are perishing, why should you sing praises?” To commemorate this, and to remind us that we 
are all, oppressed and oppressor, children of God, in the Seder ritual participants spill drops of 
wine for each plague, to reduce their own pleasure and joy for the suffering of the Egyptians. 
One Haggadah says, “Our joy in our liberation will always be tarnished by the pain visited 
upon the Egyptians.”  
     When we remember the beginning of the story, back in Genesis, that the Egyptians started 
off as saviors of the starving Hebrew people during a time of famine, we realize the fine line 
between acting well and acting wrongly. Good guys all too easily become bad guys, forgetting 
their unity with people they hold down and mistreat. The very act of oppressing others causes 
internal oppression, eroding a sense of shared humanity, leading to bigger and more monstrous 
acts. It is easier than we let ourselves believe for a good guy to act like a bad guy. All of us, 
whoever we are, are both Egyptian and Hebrew.  
     How difficult this is! How much easier if we could reduce the world to opposites, this or 
that, red or green, heroes and villains! But that is not the real world, the world in which we live, 
in which even well-intentioned acts can have terrible consequences, and even ostensible bad 
guys deserve our compassion. The Passover story teaches us, in all its complexity, that we must 
weigh what we think and what we do, to try to see beyond our immediate gains and losses. 
    In her poem, For Memory, Adrienne Rich writes: 
Freedom. It isn’t once, to walk out 
under the Milky Way, feeling the rivers 
of light, the fields of dark— 
freedom is daily, prose-bound, routine 
remembering. Putting together, inch by inch 
the starry worlds. From all the lost collections. 

 
11.2: Who Binds You? Liberation Theology and the Liberal Faith by Rev. Dr. Joshua Snyder (excerpt, 
full text at http://www.secondunitarianomaha.org/sermons.cgi?id=123) 

     There is a famous exchange in Zen Buddhism that goes something like this. A Zen student 
wanted to know how to become enlightened. In Buddhism and Hinduism this is sometimes 
referred to as “liberation.” The idea being …when one has had an experience or insight of 
enlightenment, then he or she is released or liberated from the suffering of the world. Vexed 
with this question of how to achieve liberation, the student approaches his master very humbly 
and poses the question, “Master, what must I do to achieve liberation?” The master replies in a 
cool, calm demeanor with a question of his own, “What is it that binds you?” 
     …We live in a world… in which there is a growing disparity between rich and poor. The 
three richest Americans own more combined wealth than the sixty poorest countries in the 
world. …Meaning that there is a system of economic exploitation and dehumanization that 
goes beyond any single person. It is this systemic issue that is the true perpetrator of the 
disparity between poverty and luxury. 
     In the 1980s, Catholics living in South America, Latin America, and the Caribbean began to 
preach and teach a version of their faith that rebelled against this system of dehumanization. 
This was a theology from the “bottom up” as they put it. It was an understanding of Christianity 
from the perspective of the poor and oppressed. Liberation Theology, as it is known, is an 
attempt to liberate the poor from injustice and oppression. It is a theology that proclaims that 
God, in the form of Jesus of Nazareth, is on the side of the impoverished. Jesus’ suffering on 
the cross demonstrates that God is in solidarity with those who suffer. Liberation Theology, 
unlike regular theology, is action-oriented. It is theology that is not merely done by egghead 
theologians in an ivory tower, but among the people who hunger and thirst for righteousness. 
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     Of course back in the 1980s in Latin America, Liberation Theology was not the only 
intellectual system that was popular at the time. So too was Communism. Ironically, Liberation 
Theology has been criticized as the Gospel according to Karl Marx. …Christianity and 
Communism… see in the human race a radical division between the righteous and the sinful. 
Where the New Testament sees sheep and goats, Marx and Engels sees the proletariat and the 
bourgeois. These two groups are in a historic power struggle that eventually will culminate in a 
revolution of the proletariat to take the reigns of production. The poor will win history and the 
rich will be the losers. The last shall be first, and so on. Liberation Theology strongly 
emphasizes this division and the struggle. Instead of seeing this struggle in purely historical and 
economic terms, they characterize this as the battle between God and Satan. The powers and 
principalities of the world and its domination are but merely the outward appearance of a 
cosmic struggle in which God’s chosen will prevail. 
     To me it seems clear that Unitarian Universalism must reject this strict division of the 
human race among “us good guys” and “those bad guys.” One of my favorite Oscar Wilde 
quotes is, “There are two kinds of people in the world. Those that divide the world into two 
groups, and those that don’t.” 
     …This leaves me in a bit of a bind. (“Who binds you?”) On the one hand, I like Liberation 
Theology’s critique of global injustice and rightly, in my view, sees religion as an empowering 
force to rectify our situation. On the other hand, it does so by proclaiming its people among the 
winners of history, and the other as the enemy, the devil, that must be put down at the end of 
history. 
     …When three people have more wealth than the 60 poorest countries, there is something out 
of balance. Part of the problem of having the oppressed overthrow their oppressors, is that what 
usually happens is that you wind up merely swapping tyrants rather than getting rid of tyranny 
altogether. History has shown that trading in a Czar for a Stalin, a Tito for a Milosevic, an 
Emperor for a Mao, is not a particularly beneficial trade. …Addressing the systemic problem of 
imbalance and injustice… makes… it everyone’s problem, not just [that] of the so-called bad 
guys. This holistic …theology of liberation, which understands all of humanity to be a part of 
one interconnected world, seeks the common good for everyone. When one side is the 
oppressed winner and the other is the defeated dictator, the seeds of yet another bloody 
revolution are often sown. Radical dualism leads to a good deal of suffering. 
     …The religious historian Elaine Pagels …wrote … [in] The Origin of Satan. …, “Conflict 
between groups is, of course, nothing new. What may be new in Western Christian tradition, as 
we shall see, is how the use of Satan to represent one’s enemies lends to conflict a specific kind 
of moral and religious interpretation, which ‘we’ are God’s people and ‘they’ are God’s 
enemies, and ours as well. Such moral interpretation of conflict has proven extraordinarily 
effective throughout Western history in consolidating the identity of Christian groups; the same 
history also shows that it can justify hatred, even mass slaughter.” 
     [Religious scholar] Martin Marty …tells us that there are theologians in a number of 
denominations that remind us that the “us versus them” mentality can “inhibit self-examination 
and repentant action, [both] critical components to any faith.” … 
     I began …with the story of the Zen student who asks his master about liberation. The master 
responds with “Who binds you?” What the master means is that ultimately everything binds us. 
Beyond our language, culture, ethnicity, class, gender, and sexual orientation is a holy bondage. 
That bondage is an interdependent reality that exists whether or not we choose to be aware of it. 
Liberation then is not some action you take, some quest to be sought. Rather, our liberation is 
waking up to who we truly are. Who we truly are, are imperfect, wonderful, sacred, scared 
beings who make our way in the world the best we can while seeking greater love and meaning 
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in life. This is true of everyone without exception. Would that more of us could see our 
common destiny, and seek compassion before war. … 

 
11.3: Liberation Stories: Freedom at the Heart of Faith by Rev. Lynn Thomas Strauss 
(excerpt, full text at http://www.uucr.org/sermons/liberationstories.html)  

     I stand before you as a woman in a traditional male profession. In some parts of the country 
and within some religious traditions, I am still called a “Woman Minister”. I don’t know a man 
anywhere who is called a “Man Minister”. 
     I stand before you as a university educated person, earning enough, along with my husband, 
to put four kids through college. I come from a working class family, and many of my family 
still live from paycheck to paycheck. 
     I stand before you as a person committed to changing the world- changing the social 
structure, changing the economic structure, changing the structures of oppression and violence 
upon which our country casts its lot. 
     I stand before you as a woman who has raised four children in a non-traditional marriage, 
and a non-traditional religion, with non-traditional family values.  
     It might not surprise you to know that I have liberation stories to tell. 
     I think we all have liberation stories to tell. My thesis this morning is that liberation stories 
are at the heart of all faith traditions…and at the heart of all of our lives. 
     Keeping silence about these profound and transformative stories, causes despair, denial, 
hardening of hearts, and numbing of body and spirit. 
     Keeping silence about when and how we were liberated, or how we are working toward 
liberation…keeping silence makes us think we are alone, we are the only ones. Keeping silence 
keeps us ashamed, envious, angry. Keeping silence separates us from new beginnings, new 
possibilities. 
     We all have liberation stories to tell.  
     I remember a story about a young man, just out of college. He was raised in a conservative 
Christian atmosphere. He had just told his parents that he was gay. They were concerned, but 
supportive. But his church was sure to have a different response, there was no way he could 
come out and remain in the embrace of his beloved religious community.  
     One day he was walking in a large metropolitan city, when he passed a church that had a 
huge rainbow banner hanging above the door. The banner had these words written across; “We 
are a Welcoming Congregation”…he returned to that congregation Sunday after Sunday, and 
his joy was boundless, he was found…he was accepted, he was home! 
     We all have liberation stories to tell. 
     I knew a man, he was Jewish. His grandfather had fled Nazi Germany, his father had been 
pursued by the House Committee on Un-American Activities of the McCarthy era in the 1950s, 
and he had never been part of organized religion. But there was small Unitarian church on the 
edge of a poverty stricken urban neighborhood; this Humanist church was relentless in its work 
for justice for all. The patron saint of this UU church was Paul Robeson, an African American 
singer and actor and speaker who was blacklisted as a Communist. The children of this church 
knew more of Robeson and Thomas Paine, than they knew of Emerson and Thoreau. 
     We all have liberation stories to tell. 
     I knew of a woman who was in a bad marriage. Her husband was often violent and abusive 
to her. She was raised in a faith tradition that was critical of divorce. After her divorce, she 
stopped taking her children to her parish church. A few years later, when she wanted to 
remarry, she found her way to a Unitarian minister, who was happy to officiate and celebrate 
her new marriage covenant. She began to bring her children to that church and they became an 
active family for many years.  
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     Liberation stories depend on truth-telling, on facing harsh realities, on grieving the death of 
something in our lives, on confronting limitations and overcoming barriers. 
I asked George Leonard to share his story of liberation. He took my request quite literally. He 
was among the American troops who liberated Mauthausen Concentration Camp in May 1945 
in Austria. The SS were fleeing, and the Combat Command B of Patton’s 11th armored Div. 
Entered with one tank and on foot. 
     George (the Company Runner) was up on the tank alongside Captain Kirkebo. 
     “The gates had been forced open. Chaos, confusion, anarchy, screams, sign of carnage and 
bad stenches…humans ailing from starvation and beatings staggered about. Those in better 
health cheered at seeing us, but many continued in inter-group quarrels. Russian prisoners of 
war tried to dominate. Several prisoners died in view of us and many kept on dying every day. 
     “The captain ordered by radio for additional medical and kitchen units. Squads of men went 
out to bring back prisoners who had wandered away. The soldiers and able bodied civilians dug 
mass graves.  
     “I was sent to find a billet for the captain for the night and came across a house with five 
women, one a teenager …who had fled the camp. One of the women had sworn to keep the 
young girl alive, throughout the ordeal, no matter what. We put a sign on this house and 
ordered that food be sent twice a day.  
      “Six weeks later, we were all moved by the sight of the Russian prisoners marching down 
the hill to trucks taking them to repatriation…as they marched they sang the Marseillaise.” 
     Blessed are those who mourn. No liberation is experienced without weeping and moaning. 
No true liberation occurs without deep grief. 
     Today liberation stories are being written in Iraq and Afghanistan, in Abu Ghraib, along the 
border of Mexico and Texas, in hospitals where wounded troops are putting their lives back 
together…in places where women are finding their public voices for the first time…within the 
transgender community where people are coming out about their true identity…and in all the 
places in this country where racial and cultural prejudice is being challenged and challenged 
and challenged again. 
     Blessed are those who mourn and who cry out against injustice! 
     Liberal religion is fundamentally change-oriented. The liberal church is called to be counter-
cultural…we are called to be change-agents…in our places of work, in our neighborhoods, in 
our families, in our souls. 
     We are called to a prophetic ministry that requires us to become an alternative community. 
To stand over against the dominant culture. We must be self-critical as a religious movement, 
as a congregation- to be sure that we remain on the edges of the dominant culture so that we 
can engage in prophetic ministry. We must tell and retell our liberation stories. 
     We must …tend and extend justice. 
     …Walter Brueggemann suggests that the biggest lie, the most powerful dominating 
influence is the idea…the perception that things cannot change…that the oppressions and 
inequalities of today will always be. He defines prophetic ministry largely in terms of 
perception and alternative visions. After mourning, after weeping…comes something 
new…something different…a beginning. 
     Prophetic ministry offers a vision of a new order…a new way, a new community. 
     …May our own stories of liberation and exodus and time in the wilderness…be shared and 
give us the strength and promise of new beginnings. May we …create, out of our grief and 
truth-telling, with passion and compassion…a prophetic ministry…a ministry that transforms 
lives. 
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11.4: Liberation: A Family Value by Rev. Lynn Thomas Strauss (excerpt, from Liberation Theologies, 
full text at http://www.uucr.org/worship/sermons/20080420_liberationtheology.doc) 

     Liberation is a family value.  
     At the dinner table in my family home during the early 1960s, I often argued with my 
parents about religion and politics. Civil rights, use of the words Negro or Black, the wisdom of 
our Methodist minister to preach about the current racial struggles in our city-all these were 
topics on which I learned to express my dissenting opinion.  Unwittingly, I was working out a 
liberation theology. 
     Liberation theology is a method of study, reflection and action. It is a discipline that brings 
the experience of a cultural group to bear on the stories and scriptures of the community.  It is 
theology because it asks and re-asks the question; “Where is God or the holy in this situation, in 
this encounter?” 
     Liberation as an historical thread and as a personal journey can be a family practice…for it 
is a moral conversation. The only other place you’re likely to learn liberation stories is in 
church- in some liberal churches or liberal temples. The Bible can be read as a collection of 
liberation stories. 
     The liberation of Adam and Eve to human choice, the liberation of Ruth and Naomi to their 
powerful relationship, the liberation of Abraham to his trust in God, the liberation of Moses to 
the leadership of his people, the liberation of Lazarus from his death, the liberation of the 
followers of Jesus from oppressive religious laws, the liberation of the Good Samaritan to his 
best self. 
     …We are a congregation of many ages, and we have a special responsibility to teach our 
children…to pass on our legacy, our principles, and our values. For Unitarian Universalist 
children in particular, liberation and freedom must be family values. We must tell the stories 
and teach the method of understanding the meanings…and what actions we are called to… 
     It is necessary for freedom stories and experiences to be shared with children and youth, 
because the sufferings of oppressions are most certainly experienced by children. In fact 
children often suffer the worst consequences of these oppressions. 
     Consider the oppression of war, the oppression of health care withheld, the oppressions of 
economic injustice…of the greed and selfishness of those who control the wealth. Consider the 
tyranny of poor education, of inadequate housing, of hunger.  Consider the cruelty of sexual 
abuse and rape. The grinding necessity of child labor to put food on the family table. 
     How many thousands of children in Iraq are orphans? How many thousands in Africa are 
living with AIDS? How many babies in Darfur are hungry day in and day out? How many ten 
year olds in Latin America live on the streets? How many boys and girls in the United States 
are physically and sexually abused by adults in their lives? How many are addicted to drugs or 
alcohol? How many young children with small nimble fingers, work in sweatshops in Thailand 
and Guatemala, and Indonesia? 
     …Fortunately there are many stories of human liberation to be told and heard and taken to 
heart. Flights to freedom, breaking the captive bonds, and healing the wounds of oppression, 
are images and tales as old as the days of women, men and children on the earth. 
     Alongside the tragic history of oppression and slavery, is another history, a history of 
struggle, a history of resistance, a history of survival. 
     Not just a hero’s journey, but a family story, yes, even a birth story. Within these stories is 
the history of hope. 
     …One of the uses of religion over the centuries has been as a source of reassurance and 
hope. When people are suffering they often turn to the gods for help. And while they wait for 
deliverance, they hold on to family traditions…to the simple healing ritual of table fellowship, 
to the sacrament of sharing whatever small bit of food they might have. 
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     What better place to pass on liberation stories, stories of resistance and hope than at the 
family dinner table. 
     …The Passover Seder story is the foundational liberation theology story. It celebrates the 
birth of freedom in the season of spring. As the flowers rise up against winter, so the Israelites 
rose up against the Pharaoh. Many scholars believe that Passover was a fusion of two pre-
monotheistic festivals- one of shepherds and one of farmers -- in which celebrations of the 
flocks’ fertility and the sowing of new crops intermingled and became part of the symbolic 
story. 
     …Jewish Midrash, rabbinical interpretation, points to the family elements in this liberation 
story. A strong connection is made between human birth, the protection of babies, and the 
liberation of a people. 
     …Other liberation theologies have used the wisdom from this ancient story of hope and 
solidarity. Latin American liberation theology was an important spur to the liberation 
movement in Latin America in the 1970s 
     …The core message of Latin American Liberation Theology was that God held a preference 
for the poor. Believing that God truly cared for them and that he stood with the marginalized 
and suffering, many ordinary citizens found their voice and their power to organize for change. 
     …Liberation is a family value in other cultures as well. 
     …In the United States in the 1960s and 70s, Black Liberation theology, found its voice in 
the work of the Rev. Dr. James Cone; theologian, teacher and minister. Cone grew up in 
segregated Arkansas and experienced the failure of Christianity to confront the evil of slavery 
in America – neither did the church speak truth to the continuing oppression of Blacks by white 
society. …There was a need for a new theology, one that would put the African American 
experience at the center.  
     …The experience of the oppressed brought to bear on the vision and stories of scripture are 
still fundamental to the religious experience of African American Christians. Liberal theology 
and perspective is still a language, a method with power and meaning for many. 
     …It is important to understand that liberation theology is not about individual freedom or 
personal suffering as much as it is about collective suffering, systemic oppression and 
communal liberation. 
     Too often our mostly white and privileged engagement with these theologies has been 
superficial and self-serving…too often, too many of us have come away with a stronger sense 
of personal victimization, but without a deep understanding of oppression and poverty, of 
slavery and marginalization- to often we have not heard the call for action.  
     Too often we have failed to ask the question; “Where is God or the holy in this situation?”  
Too often we have made it about ourselves…how have we suffered, what can “we” do for 
others? Too often, we have been in a hurry. Or we simply shut down, because the pain we see 
in the world seems too much to bear. 
     …The role of religious faith is prophetic and pastoral,…to name the evil in the world and to 
offer hope,…hope that springs both from the power of the divine and the power of the human 
spirit. Hope that springs from a vision of a new world. 
     The Seder story concludes with a call to celebrate next year in Jerusalem…to celebrate next 
year in a new world …a world of peace and freedom for all. 
     This is part of the blessing that we have to offer as a faith, as a congregation…a telling of 
sacred story that honors freedom and resistance and courage – while also celebrating the joy 
and hope of righteous peoples through the ages. The hope of peace and freedom. May we 
continue to tell the stories. May we live as if liberation is a family value. 

 
11.5: Liberation Theology by Rev. Lilia Cuervo  
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(excerpt, full text at http://www.firstparishcambridge.org/files/February_20_-_11-
Liberation_Theology.pdf)  

     …Theology of Liberation is as relevant to our nation, and to each one of us, as it is relevant 
for any part of the globe where there is injustice, unfairness, or oppression of any kind. For, 
where is that place, where none of these is present?  
     This revolutionary Theology of Liberation was developed by Gustavo Gutiérrez, a Catholic 
priest and native of Perú. He used to live and work among the poor of Rimac, a Lima slum and 
was a Professor of Theology at the Catholic University in Lima. At present he holds the John 
Cardinal O’Hara Professorship of Theology at the University of Notre Dame.  
     When, in 1968, Gutiérrez delivered his lecture titled A Theology of Liberation to a national 
meeting of lay persons, religious, and priests, in Chimbote, Perú, he was planting the seed of 
his liberating ideas. He already had seen enough suffering and poverty among his compatriots. 
He had also witnessed the commitment of many men and women working for the liberation of 
the oppressed in Latin America, many of them Christians.  
     Gutierrez’s purposes in developing his theology were among others:  
To pay attention to the critical function of theology with respect to the presence and activity of 
humankind in history. The most important instance of this presence is the struggle in poor and 
oppressed countries to construct a just and fraternal society where persons can live with 
dignity and be the agents of their own destiny. To show that the problem that the theology of 
liberation poses, is simultaneously traditional and new. Because the traditional approaches 
have been exhausted, it is necessary to seek new ones.  
     This led Gutiérrez to reconsider the “practice” of the church in today’s world. The situation 
in Latin America, the only continent among the exploited and oppressed peoples where 
Christians are in the majority was especially interesting to him.  
     In other words, Liberation Theology called to integrity, by examining how closely the praxis 
of the church was aligned with the word that called Christians to bring justice to the poor and 
the oppressed, following the teachings of liberation in the Old Testament and those of Jesus in 
the Gospels.  
     The resulting indictment of the church and the new methods suggested to get rid of poverty 
and oppression did not please either the oppressor governments and elites, or the Vatican. Thus, 
one of the main enemies encountered by Liberation Theology was the then-Cardinal Josef 
Ratzinger, who declared: An analysis of the phenomenon of liberation theology reveals that it 
constitutes a fundamental threat to the Faith of the Church. At the same time it must be borne 
in mind that no error could persist unless it contained a grain of truth.  
     Any theology or philosophy that commits to the liberation of the oppressed and the poor has 
to necessarily strive to change the political, economical and social climates where oppression 
and totalitarianism exist. These changes, when they happen, invariably come after clashes 
between the old established order and those promoting the changes. Contrasting, if not 
lamenting, the enormous changes produced by the application of Liberation Theology, 
Ratzinger continues: … the crucial concepts are people, community, experiences and history. 
Previously it was the Church, namely, the Catholic Church in her totality –a totality that 
spanned time and space and embraced laity (sensus fidei) and hierarchy (Magisterieum)—that 
constituted the hermeneutical criterion; now is the “community.” The experience of the 
“community” determines the understanding and the interpretation of the Scripture.  
     The central tenet and foundation of Liberation Theology is the “preferential option of the 
poor.” This sentence alone demands much understanding both in its meaning and application. 
Gutierrez said that this concept originated with the following statement by John XXIII a month 
before the opening of Vatican II: In face of the underdeveloped countries, the church is, and 
wants to be, the church of all and especially the church of the poor.”  
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      …When I was growing up in Colombia, the common belief was that if you read the Bible 
by yourself, you will become crazy. This was instigated by the church, which said that you 
needed the church’s doctors to explain it to you. Even if you were free to read the Bible, very 
few poor people were literate enough to read it, or had money to buy one. Therefore, by making 
the Bible accessible to the common people, and by encouraging them to understand their lives 
in the light of the stories in the Gospel and in the Old Testament with their examples of 
liberation, Liberation Theology brought the church, the real church to them. Now, the people’s 
main interest is not to interpret the Bible, but to interpret life with the help of the Bible. There 
is a big distinction between the written Bible and the Bible of Life. Life itself is the place where 
God speaks; therefore, interpreting their lives is acknowledging God’s presence in them. The 
Bible then becomes a mirror where their lives are reflected in the gospel, and the gospel is 
reflected in their lives.  
     Another foundation of Liberation Theology is the “base communities” created to study and 
become familiar with the practical teachings of the Bible; to be at home with it. It has been 
estimated that in the early nineties there were some 80,000 base communities in Brazil alone. 
People come to these communities “to read the gospel in the context of life” to draw hope, 
courage, and power from that experience. As one peasant declared: We are coming to 
understand that the church is us; we better understand the meaning of church when we attempt 
to improve our condition and the conditions of all the people of our community.  
     …Liberation Theology, born in Latin America, has spread around the world. Gutiérrez 
explains: Black, Hispanic, and Amerindian theologies in the United States, theologies arising 
in the complex contexts of Africa, Asia, and the South Pacific, and the specially fruitful thinking 
of those who have adopted the feminist perspective—all of these have meant that for the first 
time in many centuries theology is being done outside the customary European and North 
American centers. The result in the so-called First World has been a new kind of dialogue 
between traditional thinking and new thinking. In addition, outside the Christian sphere efforts 
are underway to develop liberation theologies from Jewish and Muslim perspectives. … 
     Liberation Theology proclaims that The ultimate reason for commitment to the poor and 
oppressed is not to be found in the social analysis we use, or in human compassion, or in any 
direct experience we ourselves may have of poverty. These are doubtless valid motives that 
play an important part in our commitment. As Christians however, our commitment is 
grounded, in the final analysis, in the God of our faith.  
      …The Theology of Liberation aims at the abolition of injustice of any form of exploitation, 
and to build a new society. However as Gutierrez’s recognizes, we will have an authentic 
theology of liberation only when the oppressed themselves can freely raise their voice and 
express themselves directly and creatively in society and in the heart of the People of God, 
when they themselves “account for the hope”, which they bear, when they are the protagonists 
of their own liberation. We can easily see how this goes very well with our Unitarian 
Universalist approach to individual theology and to self-reliance. However, for the poor and 
oppressed to be free in totalitarian societies is very difficult, if not impossible. The mass media, 
particularly TV, inundate our minds these days with images demonstrating this truth. Our faith, 
our religious beliefs, are precious and urgently needed in a world that is torn apart by 
theological waves of self-righteousness, of divisions between chosen and infidels. Our ethics 
and theology of a world at peace, with justice and freedom for all, is calling us to …work for 
social justice…. 
 

11.6: America’s founding faiths by Rev. Dr. Forrest Church 
(http://www.uuworld.org/ideas/articles/50591.shtml) 
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     One week after the Union debacle at Bull Run in July 1861, the Reverend Horace Bushnell 
ascended his Hartford, Connecticut, pulpit to issue a lament: “Our statesmen, or politicians, not 
being generally religious men, take up with difficulty conceptions of government . . . that 
suppose the higher rule of God.” Bushnell traced this failure of moral imagination back to the 
founders. In his view the nation’s story opened blasphemously. Where a faithful citizen would 
expect to find “In the beginning, God . . . ,” the story read, “In the beginning, Thomas 
Jefferson. . . .”  
     Recognizing how profoundly Enlightenment influences shaped the Declaration of 
Independence and American Constitution, Bushnell called on the people to reject the founders’ 
vision. Ironically, his modern-day counterparts beseech their fellow Americans to return to the 
founders to resurrect a Christian America. But Bushnell’s quest to save America by 
reestablishing the nation on sounder religious footing was by no means novel. As early as 1800, 
in the first hotly contested presidential campaign, Federalist Party preachers denounced 
Jefferson as an “infidel” and rallied behind John Adams’s “God-fearing” presidency. From the 
outset of our experiment in government, in fact, the founders fought tooth and nail in a contest 
over American values, a vigorous, sometimes savage, yet nearly forgotten thirty-year conflict 
to redeem the nation’s soul. 
     Bushnell called for the creation of a Commonwealth of God. Jefferson spoke as wistfully of 
establishing an Empire of Liberty. Both visions arose from spiritual first principles—call them 
divine order and sacred liberty. Cast in terms of the nation’s motto, “E pluribus unum” (“Out of 
many, one”), the advocates of divine order believed that to uphold one nation under God, the 
secular and sacred realms must rest on a single foundation. Without a united sense of purpose 
and clear moral vision, they argued, liberty would lapse into license. Champions of sacred 
liberty believed that to promote liberty and justice for all, the secular and religious realms must 
be kept autonomous. Government attempts to impose religious (or moral) values suppress 
religion instead, they claimed, by violating individual freedom of conscience. 
     American politicians may not have been “religious men”—not one of the nation’s early 
presidents was an orthodox Christian, for example—but Bushnell was mistaken in lumping the 
founders together in secular opposition to their Puritan forebears. The early nation’s pastors 
were divided as well. In league with many Presbyterians and Quakers, church leaders 
accustomed to operating under state aegis (old-school Episcopalians, Congregationalists, and, 
yes, Unitarians) believed that the nation would not survive independent of a strong Christian 
government. An equal majority of sectarian Protestants (Scots Presbyterians, Baptists, 
Methodists, etc.) together with Jews, Roman Catholics, and a smattering of influential Deists 
championed strict church-state separation as a guarantor of the religious liberty they long had 
labored to secure. When political parties emerged at the turn of the nineteenth century, their 
constituencies mustered for battle across the same spiritual divide. Pitting order versus liberty, 
England versus France, the established church versus champions of church-state separation, 
and America’s original Puritan versus its new Enlightenment inheritance, the first great culture 
war in American political history—waged from George Washington’s inauguration in 1789 to 
the outset of James Monroe’s presidency in 1817—was joined. 

 
11.7: Safe and Profoundly Unsound by Rev. Victoria E. Safford  
(excerpt, full text at http://www.uua.org/worship/words/sermons/submissions/184792.shtml 

Reading by Naomi Wolf 
     Step One: Invoke an external and internal threat. Pose it as a threat to civilization itself. 
Create a sense of overwhelming crisis beyond the reach of any traditional solution. Insist that 
the leader’s superior instinct and access to privileged knowledge are more reliable than 
universal reason. 
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     Step Two: Establish secret prisons. Suspend due judicial process and the right to habeas 
corpus, if only for certain sectors of the population. Establish military tribunals side by side 
with civilian courts. Establish a policy of necessary, state-sanctioned torture, and let these all 
measures quietly be made public. Confound the public understanding of human rights and civil 
rights. 
     Step Three: Develop a paramilitary force. Deploy mercenaries abroad and encourage 
domestic intimidation, at election sites and public demonstrations, for example. 
     Step Four: Watch ordinary citizens. Monitor private correspondence, telephone and 
electronic networks, and hubs of information such as libraries and schools. Make it known that 
to place your name on a petition or list of supporters or donors to a cause may suggest 
subversion. 
     Step Five: Infiltrate citizens’ groups. Intimidate grassroots organizations. Encumber free 
assembly. 
     Step Six: Arbitrarily detain and release citizens. Establish lists of citizens under suspicion. 
     Step Seven: Target key individuals. Monitor the speech and activity of popular figures, 
college and university faculty, artists, progressive religious leaders and their institutions. 
     Step Eight: Restrict the access of the press. Threaten journalists with prison at home and 
violence abroad. Flood the media with misinformation. 
     Step Nine: Cast criticism as “espionage” and dissent as “treason.” 
     Step Ten: Subvert the rule of law. 
 
Sermon 
     Naomi Wolf is a journalist and author who has studied the ways that totalitarian regimes and 
fascist governments typically have come to power. She enumerates these in the steps above. 
Like many historians, she concludes that most often it is not in a thunderous, violent coup that 
open societies have been eclipsed and dictatorships arisen, though this kind of action may be 
the final straw. Rather, she says, repression tends to creep in quietly, stealthily, on muffled 
paws, with no single action, however oppressive, likely by itself to alarm the general 
population. From the mid-19th century through the entire 20th, she says, democracies have 
been overthrown and dictatorships have arisen in countries where most of these ten steps have 
been advanced. In her latest book, The End of America: Letter of Warning to a Young Patriot, 
she …does mean to warn that in recent years our leaders have deliberately, not accidentally, 
assaulted the premises of the Constitution, and freedoms we take so easily for granted that they 
are to us like air—invisible—have been eroded beyond the possibility of repair in our lifetime. 
     …She opens the book with words from Justice William O. Douglas: “As nightfall does not 
come all at once, neither does oppression. In both instances, there is a twilight when everything 
remains seemingly unchanged. And it is in such a twilight that we all must be most aware of 
change in the air—however slight—lest we become unwitting victims of the darkness.” 
     Think of someone young you love, dancing, maybe at a wedding—dancing, working, 
studying, wondering, asking bright questions, and twilight is falling. Think about watching a 
child you love, or maybe a child you don’t even know, maybe children here. Think about their 
future as Americans; think about them singing, when they go to school, as I imagine they still 
do: “My country, ‘tis of thee, sweet land of liberty, of thee I sing;/ Land where my fathers died, 
land of the pilgrims’ pride,/ From every mountainside—Let freedom ring!” 
     What do you think about that? What do you fear, on their behalf? This is not the country we 
grew up in. Their America is different. It’s a hard time to be young, but even harder, I think, is 
to be an ally of the young, knowing what we know. How to instill in them a sense of reliable, 
durable hope, but not only that. How do we plant in them also a sense of responsible, proud 
citizenship? A sense of identity not laced with nationalism, arrogance and manifest destiny, but 
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graceful identity, worn with dignity, grounded in open-eyed history? How do we give them a 
sense of pride, a sense of humility, a sense of great possibility, a sense of belonging, as 
Americans, to the united states, the united peoples, of the world? 
     Wolf writes, “We take our American liberty for granted the way we take our natural 
resources for granted, seeing both, rather casually, as being magically self-replenishing. We 
have not noticed how vulnerable either resource is until very late in the game, when systems 
start to falter. We have been slow to learn that liberty, like nature, demands a relationship with 
us in order for it to continue to sustain us.” 
     Most of us have only a faint understanding of how societies open up or close down, become 
supportive of freedom or ruled by fear… One reason for our vagueness about how liberty lives 
or dies is that we have tended lately to subcontract out the tasks of the patriot: to let the 
professionals—lawyers, scholars, activists, politicians—worry about understanding the 
Constitution and protecting our rights, they way we hire a professional to do our taxes. They 
can keep democracy up and running. We’re busy. 
     What kind of relationship do we want our children to have with liberty? What kind of 
relationship do we intend to have with it ourselves? 
     Taped to the wall above my computer is a color photo clipped from the Star Tribune, a 
close-up of two women at the Minneapolis airport. One, with her back to the camera, is holding 
a baby. The other is wearing handcuffs and a face of abject anguish. She’s reaching for the 
baby, with tissues in her hands, sobbing, and the caption reads, “Before she was to be deported 
and flown to Nicaragua, Nidia Vallecillo pleaded with Immigration and Customs Enforcement 
agents to remove her handcuffs so she could hold her son Jared.” Immigration agents arrested 
her in her house in the night, and they almost took her away before she could tell them that the 
baby was there, asleep in his crib. The two were taken to the airport, where Nidia was informed 
that though she must leave the country, her son, who is a U.S. citizen could stay. “With 
whom?” she asked, and they were both flown to New York, where they were separated because 
the baby didn’t have a passport to continue to Managua. In the last moment, before the plane 
left, someone intervened, a temporary stay was granted, and many hours later, Nidia and Jared 
were flown back to Minnesota and returned to their house. There they will remain until the 
baby’s passport has been issued and then, at any moment, without warning, her deportation 
process will begin again. 
     They are legion—factory workers, gardeners, nannies, cooks, construction workers, 
neighbors. Many are afraid to go to work, for fear they may be taken while their children are at 
school. Many are afraid to go home, for fear their children may have said something 
inadvertently to the wrong person about their undocumented status. This wave of terror is 
almost imperceptible to the wide majority of us, the white majority of us. It doesn’t really touch 
us, or so we imagine, not yet. 
     Who belongs here, who doesn’t, who says so, and why? I look at Nidia Vallecillo in her 
handcuffs in the airport, crying for her child, and wonder what exactly is the threat she poses? 
On the scale of yellow, orange, red alerts, where do she and baby Jared fall? The big sign 
flashing on the road to the airport urges us to report all suspicious activity; I can think of few 
things more suspect than taking a mother (who is not a criminal) from her infant by force in the 
middle of the night, and deporting her to a country from which she may never be able to return 
to see him or hold him or mother him again. 
     Why are we afraid of her? The immigration issue is about economics, as it has always been, 
and it’s about security, as it has always been—but at its core it is about fear, and racism and 
power and manipulation. It appeals to base and ancient instincts deep within us, not only that 
primal fear of “the other,” but also an even more irrational fear of change and loss and loss of 
control, loss of the known world, America the beautiful. Nidia’s threat to us is that she’s here, 
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now, working 9-5, paying taxes, playing by the rules, keeping her home, raising her child, 
speaking English, speaking Spanish, and in every way, every day, showing us the face, the 
complexion, the complexity of the orientation, the character and culture of the 21st century 
American person. 100 yeas ago she was Italian, Russian, a Jew from anywhere in eastern 
Europe; 150 years ago she was Chinese, Irish, German, Swedish and Norwegian. And now, of 
course, she is a supporting character in the great drama of the so-called War on Terror. As a so-
called alien, she is a real and present danger to the so-called Homeland. 
     …Fear has been a force since long before the war in Iraq, or the establishment of US Patriot 
Act, or the Military Commissions Act, which sanctions secret prisons, or the Office of 
Homeland Security, or the dismissal of all those attorneys last year, or the shredding of torture 
documents. Mohja Kahf’s collection is called E-mails from Scheherazad. She has another poem 
called “Hijab Scene #7,” written in 1995: 

No, I’m not bald under the scarf 
No, I’m not from that country 
where women can’t drive cars 
No, I would not like to defect 
I’m already American 
but thank you for offering 
What else do you need to know 
relevant to my buying insurance, 
opening a bank account, 
reserving a seat on a flight? 
Yes, I speak English 
Yes, I carry explosives 
They’re called words 
And if you don’t get up 
off your assumptions, 
They’re going to blow you away 

     One of the assumptions with which I struggle always is the notion that I can be a citizen 
without being a vigilant patriot, that because I’m unlikely to be deported or detained offshore, I 
can leave the hard questions and the hard work to someone else, subcontracting out my share of 
the work of democracy. But I know this is not true. 
We from a long line of heretics who have professed many beliefs, blasphemous and orthodox, 
about all kinds of things, both sacred and profane. The freedom to speak, whatever the speech, 
the freedom to believe, whatever the belief, is the heart of the matter for us. In centuries past 
Unitarians and Universalists were burned at the stake, they were tortured in dungeons, their 
books were burned, their churches destroyed, their livelihoods ruined for holding to their truths, 
for refusing to recant, refusing comply with governments, or bishops or mobs. In defense of the 
free mind, heart, spirit, soul, community, they died in Prague, Geneva, Krakow, London, 
Dachau, Selma… We come from a long line of dissenters and dissidents who died for this faith, 
and from others who survived, like the ones who wrote that organizing statement in New 
England, “Respecting in each other and in all the right of intellect and conscience to be free, we 
set up no theological conditions of membership”—no ID cards, no pledge of allegiance to any 
creed, no fences for the spirit. “And recognizing the brotherhood of the human race,” they 
wrote, “and the equality of human rights, we make no distinction as to the conditions and rights 
of membership in this society, on account of sex, or color, or nationality.” That was written in 
1863, at the height of the Civil War, and though that particular church was in the north, not 
everyone in the neighborhood was prepared to go that far. Most citizens and congregations 
were not prepared to go that far, especially when it was not yet clear which side would win the 
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war. To the Unitarians, that didn’t matter: the congregation welcomed slaves, women, heretics 
and true believers, anyone who had “an honest aim” to make the search for truth the rule of life. 
What mattered was freedom and conscience. 
How far do we need to be prepared to go? What matters now, to us, the descendants and 
inheritors of such a noble legacy? 
     In 1998, Mohja Kahf wrote a poem after 120 people were killed in a movie theater and a 
small adjacent mosque in Algiers. This is part of the last verse: 

I am a disbeliever 
in everything but the purity of the bodies 
of the men and women—with or without the veil, 
with or without the markings of right identity- 
[I am a disbeliever] 
in everything but the suppleness of the children 
I am a disbeliever in every scripture in the world that leaves out 
“How was the movie? I love you. I love you.” 

Whatever we variously believe, we are disbelievers in anything but the basic humanity of 
everyone. 
     The freedom and beauty of everyone. 
     The dignity and worth of everyone. 
    The belonging of everyone. 
We are believers in the responsibility of everyone, of all of us, each of us, no matter how 
frightened we are in these frightening times, to be something other than afraid. 

 
12.0: Readings from the Common Bowl 
“Everyone is a theologian, either conscious or unconscious, in the sense that everyone has some 
conception of the nature of reality, of the demands of reality, and of those elements in reality that 
support or threaten meaningful existence.”   James Luther Adams 
 
“Theology may be seen as a particular way of seeing, an ‘angle of vision’ that is sometimes oblique.”   
George Kimmich Beach 
 
“Theological reflection is a way to align what we believe with who we are. Such reflection helps a 
congregation preach what it practices, and practice what it preaches.”   Anthony Robbins 
 
“Theology is faith seeking understanding—understanding of yourself and… reality.”   James Luther 
Adams 
 
“[L]iberal theology in general has been more comfortable with analysis than with prayer, more 
grounded in the head than in the heart.”    Paul Rasor 
 
“The things of the spirit go by many names—faith, God, oneness—but they are all grounded in 
something that we call theology—…the sweet, earnest, bumbling attempt by us human beings to take 
serious things like hope, death, iniquity, and transformation seriously.”   William F. Schulz 
 
“The emphasis on reason during the Enlightenment made it a central feature of liberal theology.”   Paul 
Rasor 
 
[The Seven] “Principles emerge out of a theological tradition that can be traced back to the most 
radical, free-thinking branch of the Protestant Reformation.”   Engaging Our Theological Diversity 
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“Religion is an experience—a feeling, Schleiermacher called it. The liberal tradition in theology flows 
from this declaration that religion is first and foremost an experience.”   Galen Guengerich 
 
“In today’s burgeoning religious marketplace, Unitarian Universalists are exhorted to take our place at 
the table of theology. There is a hue and cry for progressive perspectives on sin and salvation, grace 
and God, prayer and justice, joy and mystery, forgiveness and death.”   Tom Owen-Towle 
 
“…reason continues to hold an important place in liberal theology even after it seemed to be displaced 
by experience.”    Paul Rasor 
 
“Protestant theologian Harvey Cox has often chided Unitarian Universalists for being thick on ethics 
and thin on theology.”   Engaging Our Theological Diversity 
 
“We neglect the responsible use of theology at our own peril.”   Anthony Robbins 
 
“The state of our world demands that we all become theologians.” Rebecca Ann Parker 
 
“From the beginning, liberal theology understood itself at least partly in prophetic terms, as offering a 
critique of the larger culture.”   Paul Rasor 
 
“In the mature religious journey, reaching within and reaching beyond are yoked movements. 
Evangelism is the outcome of embodied theology.”    
Engaging Our Theological Diversity 
 
“The old watchwords of liberalism – freedom, reason, and tolerance – worthy though they may be, are 
simply not catching the imagination of the contemporary world. They describe a process for 
approaching the religions depths, but they testify to no intimate acquaintance with the depths 
themselves.”   O. Eugene Pickett 
 
“The principle things that concern me in theology are intimacy and ultimacy.”   James Luther Adams 
 
“Because of its Enlightenment roots, liberal theology has emphasized reason and experience but tended 
to reject or downplay scripture and tradition.”   Paul Rasor 
 
“It will not be enough to offer people the opportunity to ‘build your own theology.’ They must be 
offered the freedom to build their own theology in the context of a community which is asking serious 
and probing religious questions, and has the courage to make deep and profound affirmations...”   
David Bumbaugh 
 
“Unitarian Universalist theology is incomplete unless it is manifest in personal and institutional 
prophetic witness….”   Engaging Our Theological Diversity 
 
“There is more to theology than meets the skeptic’s eye….”   William F. Schulz 
 
“One theology cannot fit every kind of Unitarian Universalist today.”   Engaging Our Theological 
Diversity 
 
“A twenty-first-century theology needs nothing more and requires nothing less than a new 
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Universalism.”   Forrest Church 
 
“All our theologies describe the diversity of our life experiences.”   Thandeka 
 
“Theology is the process of using language to describe certain kinds of experience; it’s what happens 
when the silence ends.”   Galen Guengerich 
 
“Progressive religion has the alternative spiritual resources needed for the challenges of our time and it 
has long countered the follies of religious fundamentalism…. We need less bad religion and more good 
religion….”   John Buehrens and Rebecca Ann Parker 
 
“Understanding the principles of liberal theology, its sincere open-mindedness, its emphasis on clear 
thinking and its commitment to social justice provides us self-assurance to deal with the complexities 
of life.”   Bruce Russell-Jayne 
 
“The best way to understand theology is to see it, not as the study about God (for there are godless 
theologies as well as godly ones), but as the investigation of the convictions of a convictional 
community….”   Mark Morrison-Reed 
 
“Liberal theology empowers the self by affirming free will, insisting individuals can determine for 
themselves what is good.”   Bruce Russell-Jayne 
 
Theological reflection becomes important precisely at times when human beings find themselves at an 
impasse between what they have inherited from tradition and what life throws at them.”  Rebecca Ann 
Parker 
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