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I know our hymnal pretty well.  But a while back I was paging through it as I do 
every week, and I landed on the hymn “Nearer, My God, to Thee.”  Now, I don’t know 
what assumptions you make about Unitarian Universalism, but I imagine that some of 
us are surprised to find this hymn in our hymnal.  I was.  And I imagine that even more 
of us might be surprised to learn that it was an English Unitarian woman in the early-
ish nineteenth century who wrote it.  Her name is Sarah Flower Adams.  Her pastor, a 
radical Unitarian preacher, was putting together a compilation of hymns for use at his 
chapel.  He asked her to write a few new ones and she gave him a baker’s dozen, of 
which one was “Nearer, My God, to Thee.”

I’ve known this hymn since way back, and I’ve usually associated it with an 
orthodox or evangelical piety.  Looking at this famous hymn as Unitarian has me 
thinking about it in different ways.  In the nineteenth century, Unitarianism was still a 
solidly Christian faith.  Transcendentalism was happening in America around Concord 
and Boston.  Transcendentalists like Emerson and Thoreau were seeing God and the 
Sacred in the everyday.  They were arguing that we are closer to God than we think.  I 
don’t know how much of that was crossing the pond back to England in the 1830s when 
Sarah Flower was probably writing, but her hymn seems to be making the same sort of 
discovery: a sense that God is closer than we think.

The Bible story that the hymn is based on is the story of Jacob’s Ladder.  My 
colleague and your fellow congregant Kimberley Debus pointed this out in a blog post.  
The story starts with Jacob on a journey, and then:

He came to a certain place and stayed there for the night, because the sun had 
set.  Taking one of the stones of the place, he put it under his head and lay down 
in that place.  And he dreamed that there was a ladder set up on the earth, the 
top of it reaching to heaven; and the angels of God were ascending and 
descending on it. [Genesis 28:11-12]

And then God stands beside Jacob and tells him that he is home.  This is the place 
where Jacob will raise a family and be blessed.  God tells him:

“Know that I am with you and will keep you wherever you go, and will bring 
you back to this land; for I will not leave you until I have done what I have 
promised you.”  Then Jacob woke from his sleep and said, “Surely the LORD is in 
this place—and I did not know it!”  [Genesis 28: 15-16]1

One of the versions of the Bible that I own is one called The Green Bible.  You may know 
that there are some publications of the Christian Bible that put all of the words spoken 
by Jesus in a different color, usually red.  In The Green Bible, over 1,000 verses across the 
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Hebrew bible and the Christian scriptures are printed in the color green to draw 
attention to the passages in the Bible that refer to the Earth and a connection to or 
concern for the Earth.  When Jacob says, “Surely the LORD is in this place—and I did not 
know it!”—that verse is in green.  God is not far off, Jacob is realizing.  God is right here 
in this place where he stopped to sleep.

As you sing along with me, or at least say the words of this hymn out loud with 
me while you listen to me sing it, notice the elements from this story in the hymn.  
Don’t get stuck too much on the cross in the first verse.  In the next verses we sing about 
a wanderer who stops to sleep for the night, with just a stone for a pillow.  Then steps to 
heaven appear, and the singer realizes that despite of the woe and hardship they are 
enduring, God is there with them, nearer than they had thought.

Please sing this hymn with me: “Nearer, My God, to Thee.”

[sing “Nearer, My God, to Thee”]

Unitarian Universalism is a big tent faith.  I think that some people make the 
assumption that Unitarian Universalists don’t believe in God.  But that isn’t accurate.  
There is a strong tradition of humanism in Unitarian Universalism.  It was perhaps 
especially true in the early to mid-twentieth century that many Unitarian Universalists 
eschewed God in favor of Reason.  That doesn’t seem to be quite the case anymore, I 
think mostly because in many ways that was just a re-naming of God.  And it’s also 
because more and more, we have been committed to what one of my mentors called the 
“big tent.”  More and more we are trying to welcome and cultivate a diversity of beliefs 
among us.

Unitarian Universalism looks to six sources for our faith, so Unitarian 
Universalism calls us to celebrate and welcome and be in relationship with a plurality 
of belief and non-belief.  The report last year of the Commission on Institutional Change 
pointed out that:

Today, Unitarian Universalism lives in our diversity in thought, belief, and 
practice.  We hold the “many/and” of a vast range of practices, beliefs, and 
theological understandings.  It can be said that contemporary Unitarian 
Universalism as lived and as a living tradition, has two commitments: 
freedom of belief and its orientation toward inclusion, interdependence, and 
justice.   [emphasis mine] 2

I wonder if one way we Unitarian Universalists might live out those two 
commitments better is by saying:  We need to be committed to God.

I think the world needs UU’s to be committed to God, because the way we 
understand that commitment is counter-cultural, even liberating.  We need to liberate 
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God from the abusive definitions some confine God to.  Committed as we are to 
freedom of belief, we UU’s don’t consider God to be a settled question.  We won’t any 
time soon be requiring anyone to accept a version of God called Jesus as their personal 
savior.  But at the same time, we still proclaim that God, the Sacred, the Divine, the 
Holy, is closer than you think.  What you know about God is a piece of the Truth.  God is 
right there with you, we say, in how you are being of worth and dignity, a carrier of a 
spark of the sacred.  There are so many ways of believing that God is right there with 
you, and you didn’t even know it.

We don’t bring God close because of the way we define God, we bring God and 
the sacred close because we are committed to freedom and to wonder.  For Unitarian 
Universalists, God is more to be wondered at than believed in.  God is not something to be 
put in a box.  (Nobody puts Baby in a corner? )  And you are not to be put in a box 3

either.  There are beliefs in an authoritarian, angry, vengeful God out there that have 
wounded and traumatized so many people.  Unitarian Universalism proclaims release 
from that kind of captivity.  We can’t undo that repressive oppressive God without a UU 
commitment to God that is guided by freedom and a passion for healing and 
wholeness.  

An all-powerful God who is in control, for whom a pandemic is just part of the 
plan?  That God is helping no one.  You can let go of that God, we might say, and still be 
held in love—know even more that there is a love holding you.

We need to be committed to God because of our commitment to inclusion and 
justice.  The UU musician DeReau Farrar believes that “any movement in Unitarian 
Universalism to make God unwelcome in our sanctuaries is effectively akin to posting 
‘Whites Only’ signs on our doors.”   Farrar doesn’t mean that there aren’t any atheists of 4

color.  I have met many Black atheists.  But I agree with Farrar when he says that “for 
the most part, atheism lives fairly solidly within ‘white space.’”   The percentage of 5

Black adults who say they don’t believe in God is around 2 percent, according to a 2014 
Pew Research Center Religious Landscape Study.  For Latinx people it’s 6 percent.  For 
white Americans it is 11 percent.  

Farrar writes: 

I contend that people of color have, by and large, clung to their beliefs in God, in 
whatever form, not because they are insufficiently educated, but because it is 
God who has given them the strength to endure, resist, and—in some small 
ways—overcome systems of racism and white supremacy, in the myriad ways it 
has persisted, for centuries.  It takes a certain amount to freedom and privilege 
to denounce the existence of God.6

You need to be committed to God because you already are.  Or, maybe I should 
say, you are committed to something, and if whatever it is isn’t worthy of godhead, then 
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we’re in trouble.  We are all committed to something.  Think of how you spend your 
time.  If someone was watching you, what you do, how you interact with others, 
noticing what you tend to privilege,—what would that someone conclude that you are 
committed to?  Ralph Waldo Emerson put it this way:

A person will worship something—have no doubt about that.  We may think our 
tribute is paid in secret in the dark recesses of our hearts—but it will out.  That 
which dominates our imaginations and our thoughts will determine our lives, 
and character.  Therefore, it behooves us to be careful what we worship, for what 
we are worshipping we are becoming.7

The great twentieth-century UU theologian James Luther Adams put it this way:  “We 
live by our devotions.  We live by our love for our god.”   In another essay, Adams 8

defined “God” as “that which ultimately concerns humanity,” or “that in which we 
should place our confidence.”   What are your devotions?  Where do you place your 9

confidence?  What are you ultimately committed to?
The poem “god” by Lucille Clifton, starts with one attempt by the poet to name 

god.  It is followed by a “no.”  It is insufficient.  A broader attempt to name god comes 
next, but that, too, is followed by a “no.”  The poem then continues:

place here
the name
you give
to god
is love
is light
is
here the name
you give
to

yes10

May you be committed to God with that kind of “yes,” who is that kind of yes.  A yes 
that recognizes that this discernment of God thing isn’t a me activity, it is a me and you 
thing.  May we together say yes to love, yes to light.  May we say yes to freedom and yes 
to interdependence.  May we say yes to inclusion and yes to justice.  May that kind of yes 
be our Unitarian Universalist commitment to God.

May it be so.
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