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Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Saratoga Springs 

We Unitarian Universalists are about fomenting a moral revival 
—and we do it by creating beloved community.

in 1870, Julia Ward Howe wanted to create a new holiday called Mothers’ Day.  
What do we remember Julia Ward Howe for?  Battle Hymn of the Republic.

Julia Ward Howe was a brilliant person, a celebrated author, poet, and speaker.  Julia 
Ward Howe says that:

"During the first two thirds of my life, I looked to the masculine idea of character 
as the only true one. I sought its inspiration, and referred my merits and 
demerits to its judicial verdict. . . . The new domain now made clear to me was 
that of true womanhood—woman no longer in her ancillary relation to her 
opposite, man, but in her direct relation to the divine plan and purpose, as a free 
agent, fully sharing with man every human right and every human 
responsibility. This discovery was like the addition of a new continent to the 
map of the world, or of a new testament to the old ordinances."1

Julia Ward Howe started women’s groups, she called together the first convention of 
women ministers — women were just starting to be ordained, but they didn’t have 
access to professional support.  Julia gave them a way to begin to build that support for 
themselves and their ministry.  She was an abolitionist and worked hard for women to 
get the vote.  During the Civil War, Julia worked on the sanitary commission and saw 
first hand the horrors of war.  She became a national and international peace activist.  
And it was as part of this work that she wanted to start a new holiday called Mother’s 
Day in 1870.  It was to be a holiday dedicated to peace and peace-making. 

To describe the goals of this holiday, Howe offered a Mother’s Day Proclamation.  
Turn to it in our hymnbook #573.  It’s an amazing text.  In our hymnbook, it’s written as 
a responsive reading.  As we read this, think, this was written in 1870.

Arise, then, women of this day! 

 Joan Goodwin. “Julia Ward Howe.” Dictionary of Unitarian & Universalist Biography. http://uudb.org/1

articles/juliawardhowe.html 
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__Arise all women who have hearts, whether your baptism be that of water or of fears! 

Say firmly: "We will not have great questions decided by irrelevant agencies,"

__Our husbands shall not come to us, reeking with carnage, for caresses and applause. 

"Our sons shall not be taken from us to unlearn all that we have been able to 
teach them of charity, mercy, and patience."

__We women of one country will be too tender of those of another country to allow our 
sons to be trained to injure theirs." 

From the bosom of the devastated earth a voice goes up with our own. It says, 
"Disarm, Disarm!" 

__The sword of murder is not the balance of justice! Blood does not wipe out dishonor nor 
violence indicate possession. 

As men have often forsaken the plow and the anvil at the summons of war, let 
women now leave all that may be left of home for a great and earnest day of 
counsel. 

__Let them meet first, as women, to bewail and commemorate the dead. 

Let them then solemnly take counsel with each other as the means whereby the 
great human family can live in peace, 

__And each bearing after her own time the sacred impress, not of Caesar, but of God.

Each woman bears the sacred impress of God.  Julia Ward Howe was trying to 
reset the morality of her day.  She wanted to spark a national moral revival that would 
change the narrative about war: A revival that would change the story we tell about 
what power and glory look like.  A story that Julia Ward Howe had come to think that 
her own poem The Battle Hymn of the Republic bought into too much.  She wanted to 
change that vision of glory.  “Blood does not wipe out dishonor nor violence indicate 
possession.” 

Howe tried to get the observance established for June 2 every year, but that 
didn’t take.  Then she said what July 4th should be: a holiday dedicated to peace.  That is 
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not what the Fourth of July has turned out to be.  And a peace holiday is perhaps not 
what Mother’s day has turned out to be.2

Consider:  Mother’s Day as a call for moral revival.  
There is a call for a national moral revival that is starting today.  Have you heard 

of the Poor People’s Campaign?

The Poor People’s Campaign chose today, Mother’s Day, as its launch date.  I 
don’t know if the folks behind the campaign know how appropriate this is, thought I 
suspect they do.  The Poor People’s Campaign is also a call for a moral revival.  It is an 
attempt to reset the our understanding of morality and have the nation come to the 
radical understanding that tolerating poverty, racism, militarism, or ecological 
devastation is immoral.

The goal of the campaign isn’t to pass a particular bill.  The campaign doesn’t 
have a transactional goal: we do this so you give us that.  The goal isn’t a one-time 
event.  The goal is a reset of conscience.  A renewal of rectitude.  

When President Lyndon B Johnson advocated for the voting rights bill, when he 
went on national television, he spoke eloquently about how important it was and he 
ended his appeal with the phrase “and we shall overcome.”  I’ve heard stories about 
folks watching and listening to LBJ and when he said “we shall overcome” tears began 
streaming down their faces.

Here’s what I think this new Poor People’s Campaign wants us to realize.  The 
big victory maybe wasn’t the bill.  The bigger victory was changing the moral 
vocabulary.  When the moral thing to say was redefined to be a line from a freedom 
song from the African American tradition.

This victory wasn’t lasting.  Do you remember the so-called Moral Majority?  The 
co-opting and corruption of religious language to advocate for victimizing the poor, 
dehumanize people of color, and …  This was the moment when religion got redefined 
in America, to the detriment of both religion and America.  The main architect of the 
Poor People’s Campaign launching today is the Rev. Dr. William J. Barber, II.  He says 
that:

Those determined to “take back America” helped us see how the battle, while 
deeply political, wasn’t fundamentally about campaigns and elections. Long 

 Mother’s Day was only established when in 1908 the peace activist Anna Jarvis advocated for it 2

as a way to honor her mother.  She didn’t want a peace holiday; she wanted to honor a sentimental view 
of mothers.  When the holiday was almost commercialized, Jarvis started organizing boycotts of Mother’s 
Day.

I guess Mother’s Day can’t help but be complicated and about political protest?
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before people went to the polls, our struggle was to reshape the stories that tell 
us who we are.3

The campaign is focused on dismantling four evils.  The first three were 
identified by Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.:  Poverty, Racism, and Militarism.  The 
new Poor People’s Campaign has added a third that what perhaps not quite so 
apparent in 1968, though the forces to manifest this evil were already being put in place.  
The fourth evil is ecological devastation.  Today is the start of six weeks of activism. 
And starting tomorrow, the next six Monday’s will see activism and strategic civil 
disobedience in over 30 state capitals and Washington, D.C.  I’ll be in Albany tomorrow.  
Each week has a different focus.  This week the focus is on Children, Women and People 
with Disabilities in Poverty.  

Let’s read together the liturgical reading that the Poor People’s Campaign has 
put together for this week.  And as you read it, consider any echoes that you hear with 
the effort of the Mother’s Day Proclamation of Julia Ward Howe.

Read litany here: https://drive.google.com/file/d/
0Byzq0JNLDHOrVXcyOXBORHUyakg4VFByV0E1Wno1WUNXclN3/view 

The goal for Julia Ward Howe wasn’t a particular bill.  It wasn’t the event of the 
Mother’s Day Proclamation or a march.  It was to create a new understanding of the 
importance of a community based in love and life.  Community that puts the rejected 
and marginalized at the center.  “The stone that the builders rejected has become the 
corner stone.”  That is a new story.  This is what I hear the Poor People’s Campaign 
striving for.

And it’s in line with what I believe Unitarian Universalism is striving for.
Imagine a community that starts with seeing every person as having worth and 

dignity. That’s a Unitarian Universalist principle.  To a more standard theistic language: 
Each person bears the sacred impress of God.  Imagine a community based in 
understanding that we are interdependent, that if one of us is chained none of us are 
free.  That my agenda is to support you.  A story from Rev. Dr. William J. Barber, II, one 
of the co-chairs of the Poor People’s Campaign:

Now here we were, standing together. I noted the pink shirts of Planned 
Parenthood members and recalled my early conversations with their president, 
Janet Colm. I’d told her that with our broad coalition we could not endorse 
abortion, so she asked, “Can you support women’s rights and access to health 

 Rev Dr William J. Barber, II. The Third Reconstruction: How a Moral Movement Is Overcoming the Politics of 3

Division and Fear (p. 68). Beacon Press. Kindle Edition. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0Byzq0JNLDHOrVXcyOXBORHUyakg4VFByV0E1Wno1WUNXclN3/view
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care?’ Absolutely, I told her, but I also needed something from her. Could she 
give us white women to speak up for a black woman’s right to vote? She said 
she’d do it herself. We went on a national talk show together. When the host 
asked Janet about Planned Parenthood, she said, “I’m actually here today to talk 
about voting rights.” When she turned to me as a representative of the NAACP 
and asked about voting, I said, “I’m actually here today to talk about women’s 
rights and access to health care.” This fusion coalition had brought us together, 
confusing old dividing lines and making more than one interviewer stutter as 
they tried to figure out new categories to name what was happening.4

It makes me think of what we try to do as Unitarian Universalists.  One of us will say 
I’m an atheist humanist but I’m here to celebrate the wisdom and insight of your 
Christian UU perspective.  The religious naturalist here to celebrate the heritage and 
wisdom of the Muslim. That theological bit we do pretty well.  Other old dividing lines 
can be more difficult, lines of race and class and culture.  … 

That is beloved community.  Dr. Barber says:

Our relationships with one another were not simply transactional— a means to 
achieve our various organization’s goals. They had become transformational, 
lifting each of us to a new understanding of our interconnectedness as human 
beings and living members of one family.5

That sounds like one way of saying what we are about at Unitarian Universalists.  
Here’s one more from UU religious educator Laila Ibrahim: 

It is a blessing you were born.  What you know about god and the sacred is a 
piece of the truth. It matters what you do with your life.  You do not have to do 
it alone. 

We are about the effort to create beloved community.  Practice that here in this 
congregation.  This is a safe place for mistakes.  Keep practicing.  And go forth and 
foment moral revival.  We have been silent too long and won’t be silent any longer.

May it be so.

 Barber II, Rev Dr William J.. The Third Reconstruction: How a Moral Movement Is Overcoming the Politics of 4

Division and Fear (p. 108). Beacon Press. Kindle Edition. 
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