

A reading from a sermon delivered on the eve of WWI by Rev. John Haynes Holmes

War is in open and utter violation of Christianity. If war is right, then Christianity is 
wrong, false, a lie. If Christianity is right, then war is wrong, false, a lie. The God re-
vealed by Jesus, and by every great spiritual leader of the race, is no God of battles. 
He lifts no sword — he asks no sacrifice of blood. He is the Father of all m.en, Jew and 
Gentile, bond and free. His spirit is love, his rule is peace, his method of persuasion is 
forgiveness. His law, as interpreted and promulgated by the Nazarene, is "love one an-
other," "resist not evil with evil," "for- give seventy times seven," "overcome evil with 
good," "love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, 
pray for them which despitefully use you and persecute you." Such a God and such a 

law, others may reconcile with war, if they can. I cannot—and what I cannot do, I will 
not profess to do. But I must go farther—I must speak not only of war in general, but of 
this war in particular. Most persons are quite ready to agree, especially in the piping 
times of peace, that war is wrong. But let a war cloud no bigger than a man's hand, 
appear on the horizon of the nation's life, and they straightway begin to qualify their 

judgment, and if the war cloud grow until it covers all the heavens, they finally reverse 
it. This brings the curious situation of all war being wrong in general, and each war be-
ing right in particular.

Talk: Social Justice and the Unitarian Universalist Association

A question for you to ponder: What is the difference between agitation and irritation?

I’ll get back to that . . . 

If you stopped people on the street, and if those people had ever even heard of Unitar-
ian Universalism, chances are what they heard was about our social justice stance. 
Garrison Keiler pokes fun at our political correctness. And our lack of anything deeper 
than a political stance. 

Sometimes, sadly, we do appear that way to the outside world. And isn’t it interesting 
that those other groups that are usually out there on the street with us—Quakers and 
Episcopalians and Congregationalists—aren’t painted with the same broad brush . . .

Abolition. Women’s rights. Educational reform. Prison reform. Mental health reform. 

Animal rights. Reproductive rights. Separation of church and state. Anti-war. Anti-death 
penalty.Civil rights. GLBTQ rights. Immigration reform.




Just about every progressive cause in United States history has either started with of 
been supported by Unitarians and Universalists. And humanist UUs have been early-
adopters of progressive social causes, even among UUs. 

Social justice is what we do.  

And, were I to ask many of you why you stick with this sometimes infuriating move-
ment, my suspicion is that the answer would be because of our commitment to social 
justice. 

Yet, who among us really knows how the process works? Even people who are on the 
social justice committees of most congregations . . . 

So, on this Labor Day weekend, I would like to consider how we as a larger Association 
do social justice.

ONE

The first thing to know—for visitors and newer members—is that each congregation is 
a free and independent entity. Each UU congregation chooses its own social justice 
issues; and its own leaders. 

Thus, for example, during the First World War, the minister of this congregation, John 
Dietrich, was a pacifist. Very unpopular. Most Unitarian congregations did not do that. 

John Haynes Holmes, author of the reading, resigned from the American Unitarian As-
sociation (precursor to the UUA) in 1918 due to the controversy. His congregation, in 
New York City, had many people leave over his pacifist stance, and the board of 
trustees met more than once to discuss keeping him on as minister.

I haven’t read our board minutes from that era, but I’ve never heard of any controversy 
at all over John Dietrich’s stance during the same period. 

Interesting. 

Another interesting side note: Margaret Sanger, the early proponent of reproductive 
choice, was banned from speaking publicly in the United States. One of the few public 
venues for her was Unitarian pulpits—she spoke at John Haynes Holmes’ church in 
New York City, and she spoke here—in our old building . . .

More historical trivia for you:  

In 1942, just after the beginning of the Second World War, which Holmes also objected 
to, Theodor Geisel, Dr. Seuss, drew a cartoon mocking Holmes. 

When the supporters of Holmes objected, Geisel wrote, 




"In response to the letters defending John Haynes Holmes... sure, I believe in love, 
brotherhood and a cooing white pigeon on every man's roof. I even think it's nice to 
have pacifists and strawberry festivals...in between wars. But right now, when the 
Japs are planting their hatchets in our skulls, it seems like a hell of a time for us to 
smile and warble: 'Brothers!' It is a rather flabby battlecry. If we want to win, we've 
got to kill Japs, whether it depresses John Haynes Holmes or not. We can get pal-
sy-walsy afterward with those that are left.”


This congregation supported conscience objectors during the Second World War—
people who were not very popular on the home front. 

Some of you are old enough to remember “freedom fries” at the beginning of the Iraq 
war. War fever in the US, it appears, never changes. Nor does the US propensity for 
witch hunts. 

During the McCarthy era, this congregation was considered a hotbed of Communists. 

When Pete Seeger was blacklisted as a Communist—which of course he actually WAS
—this congregation invited him to perform. That was 1952, at the height of the Red 
Scare. The minister at that time—Carl Storm—refused to talk about money. And the 
congregation was known as one of the few Unitarian congregations that included 
African Americans and working class people. (You may not know that Carl Storm ap-
prenticed as a butcher before he went to theological school. He considered himself 
working class. )

Most Unitarian congregations in the 1950s didn’t talk about that stuff. And as subur-
banization heated up, many Unitarian churches ran to the ‘burbs. We have stayed right 
here through thick and thin . . .

This congregation sponsored meetings of gay men in the 1970s when that was illegal n 
the state of Minnesota. Most Unitarian Universalist congregations did not do that. 

And all that isn’t just in the past in the bad ol’ days. In 2010 many UU congregations 
were reluctant to sign onto immigration reform—some still haven’t—but this congrega-
tion got on the bandwagon early. 

Many congregations balked at ethical eating—afraid that those crazy vegetarians were 
taking over. Look at the lunch menus here . . .

And, many argue, the last prejudice that UUs haven’t addressed is classism. 

Well, this past General Assembly, the delegates voted to study classism and income 
inequality. This congregation sponsored that initiative. 

And the national trainer that will be working with the Unitarian Universalist Association 
did her first rollout of the curriculum here. 




So, we as a congregation are free and independent and we choose our own direction. 
And, this particular congregation has been a pacesetter for the national movement on 
issues that are way more progressive than most American progressives. 

As a matter of fact, if you want to know what’s going to be on the DFL platform and the 
national Democratic party platform five or ten years from now, all you have to do is look 
at what the UUA is doing now . . .

At first we irritate. And then we begin the agitate. And then, sometimes, people beyond 
our walls listen . . .

So . . .

The more progressive congregations—such as First Unitarian Society—can set the di-
rection of the Unitarian Universalist Association of Congregations IF we get involved in 
the larger UU movement and IF we know the ropes. 

Because we know that Minnesota is generally a progressive state in the Union. And 
that First Unitarian Society is progressive within a progressive state.

So we are early-adopters of progressive trends that eventually other congregations in 
other states will support. And sometimes we effect the national political climate. 

But how do we get the message up the ladder?

TWO

But before I talk about that, let’s think a few moments about liberal religion in the Unit-
ed States. Because we know that when we are out in the street protesting about many 
issues, the Quakers, and the Congregationalists, the United Church of Christ, and the 
Episcopalians, and the Presbyterians,  and now the ELCA Lutherans are with us on 
most social issues. (And the Roman Catholics and Eastern Orthodox churches are with 
us on most economic issues. )

Why is that?

In the late nineteenth century, the Social Gospel movement occurred, and

Unitarians and Universalists were among those liberal Christian groups. 

Notice that John Haynes Holmes is using very Christian language in his sermon. 
Holmes didn't believe in any sort of conventional Christianity. Like many in the Social 
Gospel movement, at least on the progressive left, he employed the language to effect 
change in a nation where Christian language was—and still is—the default when talking 
about morals and ethics. 





Holmes hoped to be an agitator, but he was only an irritant . . .

The Social Gospel Movement saw ministers and lay people—from Episcopalians to 
Presbyterians to radical Catholics like Dorothy Day—working to end  poverty. 

Child labor. Working on economic inequality. Educational reform. 

The great work of Lutheran Social Services is part of this movement. The Catholic 
Worker as well. We have two Mennonite Worker houses is Minneapolis . . . they’re 
Christian Socialists . . .

Bill Moyers grew up in the Social Gospel tradition. You may not know that he was born 
Billy Don Moyers in Texas. He signed on to work in the Lyndon Johnson administration 
because of the Great Society initiative but resigned because of the Vietnam War. Moy-
ers is a relative of the preacher credited with starting the Social Gospel movement, 
Walter Rauscenbush, a Baptist who is celebrated with a feast day in the Episcopal cal-
endar. 

The idea was to establish the Kingdom of God on the earth—what Martin Luther King 
(an admirer of Rauscenbush) later called the “beloved community.” 

First Unitarian Society was founded at the height of the Social Gospel movement.

And we—and the UUA, when it is living up to its principles—carry on that tradition of 
political engagement designed to effect systemic change (not just charity and Band-
Aids) to end injustice and oppression. 

THREE

How does the UUA social justice machinery—at least in theory—work?

Perhaps you’ve heard the acronyms—CSAIs and AIWs and SOCs . . .

Every two years congregations propose a CSAI topic—a Congregational Study Action 
Item. The new one is Escalating Economic Disparity. Before that it was Reproductive 
Justice—we’ve been studying that for two years. The group that I’m on, the Commis-
sion on Social Witness, just met and we wrote a draft of a Statement of Conscience on 
Reproductive Justice based on that two years of study.

Congregations will—this coming spring—read that document and offer suggestions. 

(here, our Social Justice Coordinator Shannon Williams will be keeping up with that and 
getting the word out about reading and voting on the draft of the statement.)




Then, the Commission on Social Witness will meet again to incorporate some of those 
suggestions. 

Then, at the next General Assembly, the delegates will vote on the Statement of Con-
science on Reproductive Justice. It will pass or not. The delegates who attend General 
Assembly (physically or virtually) make the decision. 

The UUA, the national organization, functions exactly like a UU congregation: the Gen-
eral Assembly is like The Socieity’s annual meeting. At annual meetings of the UUA, the 
delegates choose the board and vote on the president of the UUA.

Here’s the by-law stuff:

During General Assembly, the UUA board MUST adjourn—the GA is a committee of 
the whole. The Commission on Social Witness—according to the bylaws—shepherds 
the social justice process at General Assembly. The delegates vote on proposals for 
social justice brought by congregations. Those are Congregational Study Action Items, 
Statements of Conscience, and AIWs, (Actions of Immediate Witness, which are items 
of immediate concern—at GA this year those were,

Support the Faith Summit on Stopping Deportations.

Affirming Congregational Commitment to End Gun Violence.

Support the Uganda Underground Railway.

After the delegates vote at GA, the UUA Board reconvenes and they have their march-
ing orders—they must implement the social witness initiatives that the delegates voted 
on. The Board instructs the UUA staff to do that. And, when all goes correctly, the in-
formation flows back to congregations. 

That’s how it works. It’s all grassroots. Rooted in congregations. 

Two weeks ago we hosted the Commission on Social Witness for a week here in Min-
neapolis and we wrote the draft for the Statement of Conscience on Reproductive Jus-
tice. Here’s how it starts: 


Sexuality is a gift to be celebrated. Families, relationships, and our sense of 
beloved community enrich our lives and remind us of the importance of 
healthy sexuality within supportive social and political environments. Our 
commitments to love, acceptance, freedom of conscience, and multicultural-
ism call us to work toward reproductive justice.   
The world we envision includes all families and individuals experiencing the 
wholeness that comes from the freedom to express their gender identity, sex-
uality, and reproductive choices.  Such choices are influenced by racial/cultur-



al identity, economic status, immigration/ citizenship status, relationship with 
the criminal justice system, health status, and ability. 
We envision a world in which all individuals have their basic needs met for 
food, shelter, and safety. This world would include freedom from violence, op-
pression, and hazardous environments.  It would also include access to afford-
able, culturally appropriate and safe child care and health care.  We envision a 
world in which everyone has access to accurate, safe, healthy, and culturally-
appropriate reproductive health services and information about sexuality and 
family planning.   
As Unitarian Universalists, we embrace the reproductive justice framework, 
which espouses the right to have children, not have children, and parent chil-
dren in safe and healthy environments . To this we add that people have the 
right to bodily autonomy and self-expression with regards to their gender and 
sexuality.  

—and it goes on for 1500 words, with calls to action for individuals, congregations, and 
the UUA . . .

The radical idea of reproductive justice is that it’s not just about family planning. It’s 
also about cultural appropriateness (Muslim moms have different needs than Hindu 
moms, etc)—and it includes the right of families to assume their kids will be healthy 
and not get shot or poisoned by the municipal trash incinerator. 

It also includes the right of children to choose their own sexual identity and gender ori-
entation without fear of bullying or torture or murder. 

What I like about the document is that it posits a vision that goes beyond the idea that 
middle-class, heterosexual EuroAmericans dwelling in the suburbs are the norm or the 
ideal. (We shall see if that vision survives the revision process!)

CONCLUSION

I haven’t decided whether or not to re-up for another four years of work on the Com-
mission on Social Witness. Fact is, it takes a lot of time. I’m completely booked up for 
General Assembly each year. And I have to fly to Boston once a year. And sit in endless 
video calls. It’s tiring and time-consuming. 

But, it’s how the social justice sausage gets made.

Whether or not I continue working with the UUA, I know that First Unitarian Society will 
continue to be a leader in social justice in the UUA. 

So, what is the difference between agitation and irritation?





Irritation is when I ask you to do something you don’t want to do— 

“Go clean the toilet.”

Irritation.

Establish background checks for firearms purchases. Irritation for many. Mandate that 
police officers wear body cameras . . . irritation to many.

Agitation is when I try to convince you to do something you already want to do. (Or at 
least believe that you should do.)

Most of you here this morning are open to agitation concerning paying workers a living 
wage (speaking of Labor Day).

Most of you here are open to agitation concerning the human right to clean and afford-
able drinking water. 

Most of you are open to agitation concerning how we treat the planet. Open to agita-
tion concerning how we produce and consume food. Open to agitation concerning 
how all people have the right to walk down the street without being harassed or shot 
by the police. Most of you are open to agitation concerning the right of individuals to 
decide who to have sex with and what gender they are. 

We agitate . .  . and irritate others until we reach a tipping point . . . just as we did with 
marriage equality. Irritate. Aggitate. Reach a tipping point.

That’s why people like you have been in this congregation since 1881

and it’s why we’re here today . . .



