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The third of our aspirations here at First Unitarian Society is, “Make the change we 
need for a more just, compassionate and peaceful world.” That’s a very action-oriented 
aspiration. So, we do well to think about what action means. 
 
Allow me to use an extreme example, that of the abolitionist John Brown who, fed up 
with the endless wrangling and political maneuvering over slavery in the mid-
Nineteenth Century, decided to take matters into his own hands.  
 
He led a group that attacked a US military arsenal at Harpers Ferry, Virginia with the 
intention of seizing the weapons—Sharps rifles, which were a state-of-the-art weapon 
of the time, and arming slaves. Brown was captured, and, in the case of the State of 
Virginia Versus John Brown, Brown was charged with murder, incitement to riot, and 
treason. Brown was hanged for his actions. 
 
Now, allow me to say up front that when he was tried for the Harpers Ferry attack, 
Brown was known to have carried out a string of brutal murders. He was what 
nowadays we would call a terrorist.  
 
During the trial, which captured national attention, it came to light that six men had 
been directly bankrolling John Brown’s efforts. These came to be known as The Secret 
Six, but their identities were not secret for long. All six were Unitarians. Of the Secret 
Six, one was confined to an insane asylum, three fled to Canada, one fled to Europe, 
where he died, and one stayed to face the charges.  
 
The man who died in Europe, in exile, was Rev. Theodore Parker, coiner of the 
sentiment that the arc of of history must be bent toward justice. (You can visit his grave 
in Florence, Italy.)   
 
One of those who fled to Canada was Samuel Howe, Julia Ward Howe’s husband. 
Julia, also an ardent abolitionist, wrote the “Battle Hymn of the Republic.” 
 
Another Unitarian who fled to Canada was George Luther Stearns, who later founded 
the magazine The Nation and became the chief recruiter of African American troops 
during the Civil War. 
 
The one who remained behind to face the law was Rev. Thomas Wentworth Higginson, 
who went on to become a colonial in the first African American regiment in the Civil 
War. He survived the war to become an advocate of women’s rights and became the 
literary mentor of my favorite poet, Emily Dickinson.  
 



 

 

The investigation into the Secret Six revealed that one of the financial contributors to 
John Brown’s violent plan was another Unitarian . . . Henry David Thoreau.  
 
Nowadays Thoreau’s reputation is mostly as an individualist and a naturalist. But in his 
own time, he was seen by many as a fiery abolitionist and as an anarchist.  
 
Now, there was never any doubt that John Brown would be convicted and hanged. 
The debated question—and it is still alive in American popular culture—is whether or 
not John Brown was crazy. Look at the pictures and portraits of Brown sometime to 
see what I mean.  
 
Slavery sympathizers insisted that Brown had to be crazy: No white man in his right 
mind would arm slaves.  
 
Abolitionists, on the other hand, insisted that the horror of slavery had driven Brown to 
this extremity, and that, the longer slavery existed, the more Browns there would be.  
 
In support of this view, Thoreau went on a lecture tour, presenting everywhere he could 
a lecture that became an essay called “A Plea for Captain John Brown.” There Thoreau 
says this:  
 

I do not think it is quite sane for one to spend his whole life in talking or writing 
about this matter, unless he is continuously inspired, and I have not done so. A 
man may have other affairs to attend to. I do not wish to kill nor to be killed, but I 
can foresee circumstances in which both these things would be by me 
unavoidable. We preserve the so-called peace of our community by deeds of 
petty violence every day.  … So we defend ourselves and our hen-roosts, and 
maintain slavery. I know that the mass of my countrymen think that the only 
righteous use that can be made of Sharps rifles and revolvers is to fight duels 
with them, when we are insulted by other nations, or to hunt Indians, or shoot 
fugitive slaves with them, or the like. I think that for once the Sharps rifles and 
the revolvers were employed in a righteous cause. The tools were in the hands 
of one who could use them. 
 

Dangerous words in 1859.  
Thoreau the anarchist appears in these lines:  
 

The only government that I recognize—and it matters not how few are at the 
head of it, or how small its army—is that power that establishes justice in the 
land, never that which establishes injustice. What shall we think of a government 
to which all the truly brave and just men in the land are enemies, standing 
between it and those whom it oppresses? A government that pretends to be 
Christian and crucifies a million Christs every day!   

 



 

 

Clearly, Thoreau believed that making “the change we need for a more just, 
compassionate and peaceful world” includes direct action and taking to the street.  
 
While the John Brown affair clearly energized Thoreau, it put his friend and supporter 
Ralph Waldo Emerson in a bind. Though Emerson was a leading progressive 
intellectual at the time, and friends or acquaintances with most of the leading 
abolitionists, Emerson had been very careful in his words about the abolition of slavery. 
Emerson did not believe in political solutions. Or politics, for that matter. That was 
mass-action, and he was an individualist.  
 
When news of the capture of John Brown reached him, Emerson wrote to his son, ”We 
are all very well, in spite of the sad Harper's Ferry business, which interests us all who 
had Brown for our guest twice . . .  He is a true hero, but lost his head there.”  
 
No, neither Emerson nor Thoreau thought much of governments in general or of 
democracy. They were individualists and elitists. Emerson once said, “Democracy 
becomes a government of bullies tempered by editors.” He might nowadays rephrase 
that as, “Democracy becomes a government of bullies manipulated by media.”  
 
The question was what to do about it. Thoreau said take direct action; Emerson said sit 
back and think about it, the “the pen is mightier than the sword” approach. These two 
had a clear choice: contemplative or activist? Scholar or reformer? Bomb thrower or 
navel gazer? 
 
Sometimes we are able to keep our convictions to ourselves, and sometimes events 
make us show our cards.  
 
For example, during the Philippine-American War at the turn of the Twentieth Century, 
this congregation felt compelled to protest the war—a very unpopular thing to do—and 
that protest led to the withdrawal of Minnesota’s National Guard from the war.  
 
During the First World War, the minister here at the time, John Dietrich, an ardent 
pacifist, felt compelled to speak out against the war, against the suppression of 
dissent, and against militarization. Not popular. Many Unitarian ministers lost their jobs 
during the First and Second World Wars. This congregation stuck with Dietrich. 
 
Carl Storm was minister here in the mid-Twentieth Century. He was openly socialist 
when that was an extremely dangerous thing to be here in the United States. This 
congregation was fine with that.  
 
As the Vietnam War widened and widened and more and more young people were 
drafted, this congregation became a center for draft resistance and training in how to 
become a conscientious objector. Not popular. A lot of people resigned their 
membership. 
 



 

 

When it was illegal for gay people to gather publicly (as gay people) in the state of 
Minnesota, this congregation hosted a regular meeting.  
 
Some visitors are taken aback by the overtly progressive stances we take here. Here 
we have a tradition of being out about what we believe because, as humanists, we 
know we must live up to our aspirations in the here and now, because that’s all we 
have: we must “make the change we need for a more just, compassionate and 
peaceful world” right now. We know we must, as philosopher Iris Murdoch put it, 
“deliver us from the tyranny of ourselves.” 
 
When I visit many congregations, I think they ought to be selling “My Dinner With 
Andre” action figures. “My Dinner with Little Baby Jesus Who Wants Everybody to be 
Rich” action figures. “My Dinner with the Totally Chill Buddha” action figures.   
 
No less that the Archbishop of Canterbury said, “Christ the Savior has become Christ 
the Counselor.” Christ the Therapist.  And it isn’t only Christianity. Self-absorption may 
just be the largest religion in the United States today. 
 
Here’s what Thoreau thought about that, speaking of John Brown: 
 

This man was an exception, for he did not set up even a political graven image 
between him and his God. 
 
A church that can never have done with excommunicating Christ while it exists! 
Away with your broad and flat churches, and your narrow and tall churches! 
Take a step forward, and invent a new style of out-houses. Invent a salt that will 
save you, and defend our nostrils. 
 
The modern Christian is a man who has consented to say all the prayers in the 
liturgy, provided you will let him go straight to bed and sleep quietly afterward. 
All his prayers begin with "Now I lay me down to sleep," and he is forever 
looking forward to the time when he shall go to his "long rest."  

 
Now, Henry, Henry, that’s not nice! Comparing the contents of churches and the 
contents of outhouses? Not nice! 
 
What would Emerson and Thoreau do today, about the problems we face? 
 
Emerson and Thoreau are good examples of the antipodes, the opposites, of those 
who think and those who do. Emerson and Thoreau lived before psychoanalysis. (The 
word “narcissism” wasn’t coined until 1899.) Emerson and Thoreau never heard the 
terms “mental health” or “self fulfillment.” But Thoreau knew he had to get outside his 
own stuff—that he had to stop navel gazing—and get to work saving the lives of those 
Americans who were living in slavery.  
 



 

 

It’s easy to think Thoreau was right all along, now that we know how it all worked out. 
Thoreau didn’t live to see how it all worked out. He died in 1862. He never had a 
chance to put his values to the test in the war.  
 
Theodore Parker never got the chance to see if the arc of the universe was going to be 
bent toward justice in the case of slavery—he died in exile in 1860.  
 
Would Emerson and Thoreau oppose the Polymet mining proposal? Absolutely. 
Emerson would have studied up on it, then written articles and letters to the editor.  
 
And Thoreau . . . I suspect he would have attended the public hearings, just as many of 
our Social Justice Committee members did. We need both kinds—contemplative 
Emersons and action-oriented Thoreaus.  
 
That’s one reason we gather as a congregation—introverts, extroverts, thinkers, doers: 
together we get things done. This congregation employs a social justice coordinator—
that’s how serious we are about social justice. I would introduce her, Shannon 
Williams, this morning, but she’s out running a 5K race to raise money to support 
women with postpartum depression. (Not only do we walk the walk, but we also run 
the run!) 
 
There always have been and always will be oppressions and social problems. In 
Thoreau’s time and in ours the question is how to respond responsibly.  How to “make 
the change we need for a more just, compassionate and peaceful world.” The answer, 
then as now, is that we must do what we can. Some of us are Emersons. Some 
Thoreaus. And some of us vacillate between the two. That’s one reason we gather in a 
congregation: to support each other. 
 
To help each other live up to our aspirations. 
 
 
 
 
 


