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Calling Out, Calling In, Calling Us All 
Rev. Joe Cleveland 
February 28, 2021 
Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Saratoga Springs 

There is no community without accountability.  But what does accountability 
look like?

Unitarian Universalism has its roots in a Christianity that took the first letter of 
John at its word: God is Love; a Christianity that affirms that we should love our 
neighbor as ourselves.  A Christianity that affirmed that we are not born into the word 
as creatures that are “totally depraved” as John Calvin said, but that we are born into 
the world whole and holy, blessed and beloved by God.  From these sources, we 
discerned a principle that UU congregations covenant to affirm and promote:  The 
inherent worth and dignity of every person.  

I tend to express that principle by saying things like: every person is connected to 
the sacred, a child of God, a vessel or expression of the sacred.  

Actually treating people that way, as each and every one of them a holy body, is, 
I find, pretty difficult.  Especially when I want someone to be held accountable for 
something for which they are escaping accountability.  

What I find particularly enraging is when a person of privilege and power cries 
victim! when they are called out for victimizing, denigrating, abusing others.  Like 
recently when a member of the House of Representatives was stripped of their 
congressional committee assignments when a history of their making statements that 
were anti-Semitic, racist, or attacked a survivor of a school shooting as a hired actor in a 
staged event.  The Representative complained that they were being “canceled.”  Or 
when a lawyer complained at the former President’s second impeachment trial that the 
trial was “cancel culture.”  

We need to call out people of power and privilege when they are abusing that 
power and privilege, when they are abusing people or groups who do not have that 
power and privilege.  This kind of calling out is a speaking of truth to power.  And we 
are right to call for consequences, reparations, atonement.

For the current gathering of the Conservative Political Action Conference to use 
as its theme, “America Uncanceled,” however, is to thinly veil a desire to say it’s ok to 
say things that are offensive, racist, transphobic, misogynist, anti-immigrant, etc.  It’s ok 
to lie.  But then, CPAC had to cancel one of the musicians who was going to be part of 
the event because they had tweeted that Judaism doesn’t exist.   Uncanceled?  Canceled.1

“Cancel” or “cancel culture” as a term has its roots in Black Twitter.  Anne 
Charity Hudley, the chair of linguistics of African America for the University of 
California Santa Barbara, explained it to the news website Vox this way: 
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canceling someone is akin to a boycott, but of a person rather than a business. 
What’s more, it promotes the idea that black people should be empowered to 
reject the parts of pop culture that spread harmful ideas.2

Kanye West picked up the term and got concerned about being “canceled” after he 
professed his love for Donald Trump.   J.K. Rowling liked a tweet in 2018 that 3

disparaged trans* people.  She was called out for it and responded by writing a long 
piece that defended an anti-trans* bias.  As a result, fans started trying to separate the 
Harry Potter world that they love from its author.   Neither Kanye or Rowling has 4

suffered any slump in sales as a result.  Is that unfortunate?  
The effort to cancel gets more complicated when the power dynamic is shifted.  A 

writer for The Atlantic tells the story of a man named Emmanuel Cafferty.  He worked 
for the San Diego Gas & Electric company and was driving one of their pickup trucks 
home.  He had the window rolled down and his left hand was hanging outside.  
Another car pulls up and pulls out their cameraphone and takes his picture.  They make 
a gesture with their hand, so Cafferty, thinking they are playing some sort of game, 
imitates it.  They take his picture.  They post it on social media saying that he is using a 
hand signal for white power — evidently, the white power community has decided that 
the hand sign for OK looks like the initials W.P. — white power.  Cafferty had no idea.  
The San Diego Gas & Electric company fired him.   5

I applaud any company that is trying to be antiracist.  And there is no easy way 
to do it.  You probably can’t just fire your way into not being racist.  

Remember Chris Cooper who was birding in Central Park and a woman named 
Amy Cooper was walking her dog without a leash, which is against park rules?  Chris 
asks her to leash her dog and begins to film her with his cameraphone.  Amy Cooper 
calls the police and tells Chris “I’m going to tell them there’s an African-American man 
threatening my life.”  He says, go ahead, and keeps filming, and that’s what she does.  
After this appears on social media and raises an outcry, she gets fired from her job.  
Chris Cooper is interviewed in the wake of this and is asked if he thinks that was the 
appropriate consequence.  He says:

I don’t — I’m uncomfortable with defining someone by a couple of seconds of 
what they’ve done. No excusing that it was a racist act, because it was a racist 
act. But does that define her entire life? I don’t know. Only she can tell us if that 
defines her entire life by what she does going forward, and what she’s done in 
the past. I can’t answer that. So the frenzy is what makes me uncomfortable.6

 The movement strategist adrienne maree brown uses the metaphor of a feeding 
frenzy to describe what she sees as a tendency for fellow progressive activists to call 
each other out in a knee-jerk way, practicing a sort of instant judgment and escalation of 
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conflict.  Brown analyzes this sort of practice in a savvy and provocative way.  She 
writes:

Knee-jerk call outs say: those who cause harm or mess up or disagree with us 
cannot change and cannot belong.  They must be eradicated.  The bad things in 
the world cannot change, we must disappear the bad until there is only good 
left.

But one layer under that, what I hear is:
We cannot change.
We do not believe we can create compelling pathways from being harm 

doers to being healed, to growing.
We do not believe we can hold the complexity of a gray situation.
We do not believe in our own complexity.
We do not believe we can navigate conflict and struggle in principled 

ways.
We can only handle binary thinking: good/bad, innocent/guilty, angel/

abuser, black/white, etc.7

If we believe in the complexity of human beings, if we believe change is possible, 
if we have faith in the possibility of healing and growth, what does accountability look 
like?  What does community look like?  What does justice-making look like?

Unitarian Universalism isn’t a simplistic good guys versus bad guys faith.  And I 
think the way to start finding our faithful, soulful way is with ourselves as individuals.  
Do you encounter yourself as a person of inherent worth and dignity?  How do you 
honor your own worth and dignity?  That’s where we start.  And we move from there to 
our own relationships with others and our own UU communities and congregations, 
and then beyond.  Last year’s report from the UUA’s Commission on Institutional 
Change, examining the experiences of people of color in Unitarian Universalism 
concluded that:

Our internal work as people of faith is to become more inclusive, equitable, and 
diverse while our external work is to be accountable to those most affected by 
injustice.8

adrienne maree brown says, “Each of us is precious.  We, together, must break every 
cycle that makes us forget this.”   I sometimes despair of breaking the destructive cycles 9

I see at the national level.  And yet, change happens.  Even when, and maybe even 
because we can start small.  brown understands our situation through fractals — you 
know, how small shapes repeat and grow bigger, but the pattern at the larger scales are 
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the same as the patterns at the small scale. We need to practice on the small scale what 
we want to see at the larger scales.   10

The activist Loretta Ross would have us practice calling each other in, rather than 
calling each other out.  She says, 

Call-outs are justified to challenge provocateurs who deliberately hurt others, or 
for powerful people beyond our reach. Effectively criticizing such people is an 
important tactic for achieving justice.  11

But when that kind of power dynamic isn’t there, we should try to call each other in.  
Ross describes “calling-in” as “simply a call-out done with love.”   Calling in is a way 12

of calling us into relationship.  And relationships rooted in respect and love can be 
transforming.  As the Unitarian minister A. Powell Davies wrote:

What are we, any of us, but strangers and sojourners
forlornly wandering through the nighttime until we draw together
and find the meaning of our lives in one another [. . .]13

Or, as the Rev. Dr. Kristen L. Harper writes: 

I do not wish to breathe another breath if it is not shared with others. The breath 
of life is not mine alone.14

We are members of one family of life.  And as much as my own self-
righteousness moves me to enjoy a good nasty meme, that bases relationship in 
disrespect and thinks of justice as punishment and debasement.  adrienne maree brown 
observes that, “Canceling is punishment, and punishment doesn’t stop the cycle of 
harm, not long term.”   Accountability is different from punishment.  In one of his 15

poems, the poet Jericho Brown writes:

[. . .] If no one’s punishment leads to
My salvation, then accountability
Is what waits. It moves citizens, mends nations.  16

Accountability is about relationship and the reparation of relationship.  It is about the 
possibility of growth and change.  It is about treating no-one as disposable.  
Accountability is about recognizing that “We belong together.”  It is about acting on the 
call to “loose the bonds of injustice,” as described in Isaiah of the Hebrew Bible, so that 
we might “be called the repairer of the breach, / the restorer of streets to live in.”17

This is our faith:
We are part of one family of life, each of us inherently worthy.
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We are part of one family of life, interdependent with one another in our health 
and thriving.  

We are part of one family of life, yearning to realize one day and in every 
moment the beloved community.

May it be so.
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