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Rooted, Inspired, Ready!  That was the theme for our General Assembly —the 
General Assembly of the Unitarian Universalist Association — that happened a couple 
weeks ago.  It was an all-virtual gathering this year, so it felt different than past years, 
but it was still an inspiring, moving, enriching event.  And there have been several 
years, actually, when I attended General Assembly virtually — from “off site.”  So it 
wasn’t a totally different experience for me.  

One thing that was different was that this year three members of the 
congregation attended with me.  One or two of you have attended in past years, but I 
don’t think we have had three people attend as delegates at one GA.  It was really nice 
to be able to share the experience with them as we went along.  We checked in with each 
other before it started and then every day of GA.  That made it a different experience.  
Sharing impressions with each other, sharing a little of the different workshops we each 
attended, getting ready for the business meeting part of it together, and sharing what 
those “General Sessions” were like for each of us.  It made the experience much richer.  

Doing something together, rather than alone.  Life is a group project and religion 
is definitely a group project — but I’m getting a little ahead of myself.

What I want to focus on is the “rooted” part of the “rooted, inspired, ready” 
theme.  Where and what are our roots as Unitarian Universalists?  As individuals?  As a 
Unitarian Universalist congregation?  A plant can’t grow without roots, so what are our 
roots?

One of the most significant parts of General Assembly was the presentation of 
the final report of the Commission on Institutional Change.  This Commission was 
appointed by the board of trustees of our UUA in 2017.  2017 was a very tumultuous 
year for Unitarian Universalism.  A conflict arose over racial bias in hiring practices, and 
some people didn’t react to that from their best selves.  The president, the chief 
operating officer, and the director of Congregational Life all resigned, and Unitarian 
Universalists started taking a look at our professed values of diversity and inclusion 
and how that compared with our practice of values of diversity and inclusion.  We saw
—not for the first time, but with a renewed sense of urgency—that we needed to 
investigate the ways that the culture of white supremacy which operates so strongly 
and insidiously in our country, might be influencing or even present in Unitarian 
Universalist institutions.  

Some Unitarian Universalists reacted badly to this.  But many more did not, and 
we started to take on some difficult questions.  And just as this was starting up, the very 
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beloved and respected Moderator of the UUA, Jim Key, resigned due to illness and then 
died just before General Assembly started that year.  2017 was a difficult year. 

The Commission on Institutional Change was charged “to conduct an audit of 
the power structures and analyze systemic racism and white supremacy culture within 
the Unitarian Universalist Association.”  The Commission collected data and stories and 
interviews with more than a thousand individual UU’s and conducted surveys and led 
other events.  They’ve been making regular reports along the way, but they were given 
three years to complete their charge and so this year is their final report.  It is a book-
length report called Widening the Circle of Concern and it is full of hard truths and 
integrity and passion and compassion and humility — it’s also full of recommendations 
for action.  

The report address many different areas.  The first is theology, and that’s what 
I’m interested in today.  

Our theology is what makes Unitarian Universalism different from other faith 
traditions.  And yet, it can be difficult for Unitarian Universalists to talk about.  Many of 
us are here because we have rejected theologies that are hurtful, even hateful, or 
dogmatic, or simply violate what intellect or reason tells us.  Theological language, 
often full of should’s and must’s and or else’s — we’ve been hurt by it or we’ve seen it 
hurt those we love and so we avoid it. 

But we need to talk about our theology because it is the why we do what we do 
and it is the what that defines who we are as religious people.  Our theology is what we 
are rooted in.

To be rooted — that is metaphorical language that can feel reassuring, restoring, 
healing.  But we are in a faith tradition that has a lot of different feelings about 
rootedness.  If we are rooted in place, can we be free?  

As we sung in our opening hymn today, we want a church that’s “Free from the 
bonds that bind the mind to narrow thought and lifeless creed.”  We want “A freedom 
that reveres the past, but trusts the dawning future more…”   And I’m not going to say 1

there is anything wrong with that.  But we can lean into an individualism that is not 
ultimately healthy.  

We come by this individualist influence very honestly.  Unitarian Universalists — 
and the Unitarians before them in this country — have tended to get really attached 
(ironically enough) to sentences like these from Ralph Waldo Emerson:

What he announces, I must find true in me, or reject; and on his word, or as his 
second, be who he may, I can accept nothing.

 Hymn no. 145 in Singing the Living Tradition.  Words by Marion Franklin Ham.1
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Let me admonish you, first of all, to go alone; to refuse the good models, even 
those which are sacred in the imagination of men, and dare to love God without 
mediator or veil.2

As the Commissioners say in their report, “over the decades since the consolidation of 
Unitarians and Universalists, an overemphasis on individual exploration and 
experience as the primary, if not sole center of religious experience developed.”  The go 
on to say “One of the unintended consequences has been the atomized individualism of 
the search from truth and meaning without accountability to its impact in 
communities.”   What one does will necessarily have impacts on others.  We are all part 3

of an interdependent web of existence, after all, as the seventh of our principles says.  
The Commissioners describe the living tradition that is contemporary Unitarian 
Universalism as having “two commitments: freedom of belief and its orientation toward 
inclusion, interdependence, and justice,” (10).  The Commissioners want to remind us 
that we have a theological history and “spiritual ancestors who sacrificed much to leave 
us a tradition that values both freedom and commitment,” (13).  

The opening hymn this morning starts with the words, “As tranquil streams that 
meet and merge and flow as one to meet the sea, our kindred hearts and mind unite to 
build a church that shall be free.”  Marion Franklin Ham wrote those words in 1933 to 
celebrate the growing collaboration of Universalists and Unitarians.  And when the 
votes were finally cast in 1961 for the consolidation, the assembled sang this hymn.  
Religion is something we do together.  As the Commissioners point out, “the word 
religion comes from the same base as the word ligament, something that binds together.  
To be religious is to be clear about what you are bound to in the way a ligament holds 
muscle to the bone,” (12).  The times that we are in now, times when we are recognizing 
the persistence of systemic racism, profound economic inequity, ecological crisis, and an 
ongoing pandemic — these times need us to lean into the interdependence we believe 
in.  Dealing with all the brokenness of our time, we need to remember the embrace that 
we are held in — the embrace of the Earth, the embrace of God, the embrace of love.  We 
need to be rooted and rooting, growing and acknowledging the roots that hold and 
sustain and nourish us.  

I love the way the environmentalist and Nobel Laureate Wangari Maathai 
describes the roots of fig trees of Kenya.  Roots that go deep into the underground rock.  
She says, “They are able to break the rock, and they are able to bring some of the 
subterranean water system up nearer to the surface…”   We need roots.  And I’m 4

 These sentences are from an address that Ralph Waldo Emerson gave on July 15, 1838, to the senior class 2

of Harvard Divinity School.  It has come to be called “The Divinity School Address.”  

 Commission on Institutional Change.  Widening the Circle of Concern.  UUA, 2020. 10.3

 Wangari Maathai.  Interview by Krista Tippet.  On Being. 4
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thinking of the way a member of my family is posting pictures this summer of how the 
plant scraps she saves after cooking, if she puts them in water, they grow roots.  She is 
growing bok choy and lemongrass and lettuce and celery all from scraps she rooted.  

This talk of trees and food scraps, by the way, is theological language.  Theology 
isn’t just thinking about whoever “God” might or might not be.  Our roots grow wider 
than that.  To use a definition from UU theologian Michael Hogue, theology is about the 
“formation, critique, and reconstruction of the symbols, practices, ideals, and 
institutions that format life-orienting religious meanings, purposes, desires.”   It’s about 5

the stories and symbols we are rooted in, that support and challenge and comfort us.  
The Commission on Institutional Change recommends to Unitarian Universalists 

that “Re-engaging with our theological legacy and its use today will both ground our 
efforts to welcome all who are drawn to our faith and provide resources for resilience 
for Unitarian Universalists in these difficult times,” (15).  Our theological legacy is a 
commitment to freedom combined that with a legacy of Universalism — salvation is for 
us all — our Unitarian Universalist roots call us to work for collective liberation.  If some 
of us are discarded, dis-valued, de-humanized, all of us are hurt.  Those are the hells 
that we humans make here on earth.  And our theological legacy calls us to love the hell 
out of this world.  In the wonderful words of Rev. Theresa Soto, “all of us need all of us 
to make it.”  That is powerful liberatory theology.  The Rev. Dr. Sofia Betancourt said in 
a workshop at GA, “We need theology for the impossible questions of life.”   When we 6

are hurt or confused or enraged, a why like “all of us need all of us to make it” gives us a 
guide.  

With that as a guide, when re-engaging with our theological legacy, we will see 
how necessary it is to realize that, having let theology slide for a while, as a faith 
movement “the history we know,” in words of Commission’s report, “privileges the 
dominant culture and those voices that were preserved in our history and written 
record.  We now have a chance to embrace a more inclusive and accurate history,” (14).  
Last week I preached about reconstructing America and our own spirit and soul.  We 
need to reconstruct our theology, too, and center and support, as the Commission says, 
“the theological work of Black scholars, Indigenous scholars, and scholars of color, both 
professional and lay, whose knowledge is resonant for our times,” (15).  In large part, 
we need to center and support it so that this theological work can happen, so that these 
theological voices are no longer left out.

One last word from the Commission, then questions, and then a prayer.  

 Michael S. Hogue.  American Immanence: Democracy for an Uncertain World.  Columbia University 5

Press, 2018.  15. 

 “Theological Grounding for Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion.”  workshop.  UUA General Assembly, June 6

2020.
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The Commission: “Our time as a haven or social club for those disaffected by 
other religions has passed.  In these searing times of political division, climate change, 
economic polarization, and global strife, people need a sustaining faith,” (4).  

The questions:  What are you rooted in?  Where are you setting down roots?  
What rooting do you need to do?

The prayer: May you, especially in this time when we cannot embrace one 
another as we would like, find an embrace — in the Earth, in God, in Love — you can 
rest in.  May your roots grow deep and break up the rock that holds back the 
subterranean water that you are thirsting for.  May our roots, like the roots of trees, help 
us to communicate with one another, and know better when our help is called for and 
when we need to call for help.  May we grow in living a theology of collective 
liberation, radical inclusion, healing and wholeness, justice and peace, a theology of 
love and loving beyond belief. 

May it be so.


