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Reading 

 

‘Think Different’ (from the Apple Inc. campaign (1997))  

Here's to the crazy ones. The misfts. The rebels. The troublemakers. The round pegs in the 

square holes. The ones who see things differently. They're not fond of rules. And they have no 

respect for the status quo. You can quote them, disagree with them, glorify or vilify them. About 

the only thing you can't do is ignore them. Because they change things. They push the human 

race forward. And while some may see them as the crazy ones, we see genius. Because the 

people who are crazy enough to think they can change the world, are the ones who do.  

 

To Rock the Boat, or Not? 

 

The reading comes from Apple Computer’s marketing campaign in 1997. Well before iphones or 

Apple TV. Apple claimed that change could happen. Apple stayed the course of change to make 

it happen.  

 

In the company’s ad campaign there was a video that flashed photos of those who have led 

change. Some of the images - Albert Einstein, Bob Dylan, Martin Luther King, Thomas Edison, 

Pablo Picasso. Examples of those who have in a big way changed the world by challenging the 

status quo. I offer these images as a reminder that change is possible.  

 

We need those reminders when the issues before us seem overwhelming. Believing the  

dynamics of racial justice can change matters, especially now.    

 

The stories of inequity are too fresh. The images shouldn’t fade – not this time. It’s tempting to 

look away and move on. I’ve sensed the media coverage waning a bit, replacing deep societal 

concerns with shallow interest stories. Yet, our faith calls us to move toward what is right. We’re 

called to witness. We’re called out of silence to action.    

 

Yet, there is no clear ‘what to do’ list. Issues surrounding race - the institutions that sustain racial 

biases, unfair treatment, and our own conscious and subconscious prejudices - are messy. Race is 

not a standalone issue.  

 

Our first Unitarian Universalist principle, calling UU congregations to affirm and promote the 

inherent worth and dignity may point toward a vision of what should be. But what helps us get 
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there? What behaviors do we need to change? What societal norms do harm? What don’t we 

understand?  

 

Big questions – and more are there. And we don’t and won’t all agree on the answers of next 

steps. There is a temptation when the circumstances are complex to move on, especially when 

we’re on the boat and it’s sailing along pretty well. If you are, for the most part, warm and dry in 

the boat – why rock it? There are plenty of waves that rock the boat now and then without 

disturbing its path. And we each face storms.   

 

But, what about those left off the boat? Those struggling to catch up? Those barely visible from 

the warm to seats, especially if you don’t look back? If the status quo – the dry, pretty stable boat 

-- is working pretty well for you, you might even forget you’re in a boat. Square pegs in square 

holes even thinking there is just one experience of status quo.       

      

Our Unitarian and Universalist ancestors for the most part have a history of comfortable seats on 

the imaginary boat we can picture carrying the American Dream forward. 

The racial justice history of our faith tradition – the Unitarians, Universalists and eventually our 

merged Unitarian Universalists have included defining moments – some moving forward toward 

an ideal, and sadly some not.   

A relatively recent defining moment was at the 1963 General Assembly. In his book Darkening 

the Doorways, UU minister Mark Morrison-Reed reminds us, “…the GA rejected a resolution 

that would have required congregations to drop racially discriminatory requirements from their 

bylaws. In doing so, the annual meeting chose to reaffirm what must be considered a bedrock 

UU principle: congregational polity over freedom of access."  

It wasn’t that issues of fairness and equity in 1963 hadn’t been studied and hadn’t been well 

articulated by UUs and others by this point. They had. It wasn’t that the sentiment at GA in 1963 

favored discrimination in any form. Anything but was the case. Eventually a bylaw provision 

requiring congregations to profess non-discrimination did pass. Nonetheless we can learn. At a 

critical moment in 1963 the signal was sent. Each boat was to be on its own. And status quo on 

matters of racial justice policy were good enough. A case when actions and values weren’t 

aligned.        

As we look this morning at the history of white progressive religions on matters of racial justice, 

listen for patterns, for words, actions, and consequences.   

Going way back to colonial times, Quakers consistently challenged slavery as part of their 

obedience to Christ, yet early on Quakers that could afford slaves did. In the 18
th

 century 

Quakers took action by emancipating slaves in their own communities. Many referred to the 
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Quakers as ‘gradualists’ who focused on brotherhood between former master and slave. They 

provided assistance to fugitive slaves and advocated non-violent approaches to change.  

Clearly, all else equal, peaceful approaches that avoid loss of life and damage are better. I don’t 

advocate violence, but rarely is ‘all else equal.’  In these early Quaker messages calling for non-

violence, whether intended or not, there was a high value placed on order, even when that meant 

unhealthy hierarchies remained.  

It’s notable that signals (and judgments) from the dominant culture on what constitutes 

appropriate methods of resistance influences the nature of change and the rate of change. Who 

calls the shots on bending the arc of justice?           

An early Unitarian, William Ellery Channing (1780-1842) clearly opposed slavery. He’d studied 

the institution and had well-grounded beliefs, finding slavery an evil institution. Yet, he was a 

moderate and was pessimistic on how quickly any change could happen. He initially advocated 

improving the institution and stayed in cordial relationships with southern slave owners. He 

resisted joining the abolitionists finding them, “harsh speaking, confrontational, poorly educated 

and self-righteous.”  

Even his measured stance cost him personally. His friend John Quincy Adams, found 

Channing’s words “inflammatory and incendiary.”  

During the pro-slavery riots in Boston in 1835, Channing’s own affluent Boston congregation 

opposed him. He was in conflict with core colleagues, finding even his measured stance might 

rock the boat too much. He was also attacked from the other side. His unwillingness to press for 

immediate change was challenged by William Lloyd Garrison, Lydia Maria Childs and Samuel 

May, among others, who found the tentativeness in Channing’s declarations unacceptable.  

Channing listened. In time he acknowledged he had been silent too long, and became more 

proactive on behalf of abolition, though he did not join the movement.    

He rocked the boat, and paid a price.   

A more strident with Unitarian minister was Theodore Parker (1810-1860). He opposed slavery 

and the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 and believed armed action would be needed. He funded John 

Browns raid on Harper’s Ferry. He was supported by some Unitarians, but opposed by others 

who feared radical abolitionists would upset compromise positions they saw as holding the 

nation together. While Parker was adamant on anti-slavery policy changes, he was not immune 

from seeing a hierarchy to the races, stating in 1859, “an Anglo-Saxon with common sense does 

not like the Africanization of America; he wishes the superior race to multiply rather than the 

inferior.” 
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Rev. Parker took on personal risk to eliminate the institution of slavery, but unlike the black 

abolitionists such as Frederick Douglass and David Walker, Parker and most other white leaders 

were not focused on fully opening all doors and affirming the inherent worth of all.    

Even before the Civil War the Universalists began to voice that a position of anti-slavery was 

about more than rules. Rev. David Bumbaugh, a current UU minister writes, “In 1853 

Universalists with remarkable clarity and insight, noted that slavery was only the beginning of 

the problem, that Blacks would require help erasing the consequences of slavery and for that to 

happen, ‘we must conquer our miserable prejudices.’”     

If you were dropped into this historic period, what voices would stand out for your? Would a 

statement like, “slavery is only the beginning of the problem” have made sense? If we fast 

forward to the 1960s, might we hear, “fixing civil rights laws is only the beginning of the 

problem.”  

In the midst it’s harder to see clearly. It’s harder to move in any direction. It’s easy to look away. 

What are we in the midst of in 2015?    

Another progressive was Washington Gladden (1836-1918), a congregational minister 

(Unitarian’s cousin) who in the late 19
th

 century took early stances against segregation. Moving 

beyond anti-slavery, he focused on creating new educational and institutional opportunities for 

American blacks. Initially however Gladden did not seek political equality for blacks, finding it 

was enough to help blacks get on their feet after the ravages of slavery.  

After reading W.E.B. DuBois’s book The Souls of Black Folks in 1903 Gladden began to fully 

support political equality, though he clarified this political equality was not about the “unnatural 

fusion of races, for no impracticable notions of social intercourse.” 

William Ellery Channing, Theodore Parker and Washington Gladden were imperfect humans; 

there was an aspect of self-preservation and power retention to their work.  

But what-if they had each held back? What if they had not risked making mistakes in their 

attempts to voice prophetic truth? To act? It is my sense that progress toward racial justice would 

have been that much more delayed. Their imperfect voices mattered, especially when so many 

white voices were silent.    

Silence on racial justice continued in white churches into the 20
th

 century. Segregated churches 

meant many white churches could keep racial justice off the agenda. In African American 

churches concerns freedom justice are core to the theology. That is the struggle.  
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In his book Black Theology & Black Power James Cone, a theologian and currently a professor 

at Union Theological Seminary, observes this tendency of whites toward silence is tied to the 

(often unstated) preference for order.  

 

Were the Unitarians and Universalists silent too? In the literal sense where silence is the absence 

of discussion, no Unitarian and Universalists and other predominantly white liberal traditions   

weren’t silent. The theory was discussed and robust policy statements were developed. There can 

also be a silence of action. Unitarians were in many ways caught here. Policy statements yes, but 

little showed externally as serious challenges to the status quo. James Cone shares, “The society 

is falling apart for want of moral leadership and moral example, but the white church passes 

innocuously pious resolutions and waits to be congratulated.”  

In Cone’s challenge I hear that this plethora of ideas is empty if there is not a corresponding 

energy about making the proclamations real.   

Yet, the work I have been part of with white allies is earnest. I’m imagining I count many here as 

partners. There is also a reality for most white allies. We often avoid discussions of race other 

than with those other whites who are likely to disagree or seriously challenge us. There is a habit 

of soaking in conversations with those with more or less similar views.   

In a recent article, (2010), ‘What White People Fear’ by Robert Jensen, a Professor of Journalism 

at the University of Texas  notes, “…white liberals tend to offer platitudes about racial justice 

while avoiding the risks required to make good on anti-racist principles.” Jensen questions the 

value of continued race dialogs as “not enough” in part because there is not actual challenge to 

the power and distribution of power that sustains racism.    

UU theologian Paul Rasor notes, "We liberals are often better at formality and abstraction than 

getting our hands dirty and our feet moving. We sincerely want things to be right in the world 

but we also want them to be tidy." Wanting things to be tidy. Does that feel true?  

We enter 2015 with fresh images of racial injustice – the deaths of Michael Brown, Eric Garner, 

Tamir Rice. We enter 2015 with images of the funerals of police officers Rafael Ramos and 

Wenjian Liu.  

We enter 2015 as Unitarian Universalists remembering our UU ancestors that have at times taken 

risks and shown courage to rock the boat – to press for change.  

We enter 2015 knowing too remembering times of caution in our past; times of silence in times 

of complexity – of white silence in times of complexity. Of looking away. Of allowing 

distraction.    
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We enter 2015 with lessons – that study and conversation are a start. But also an awareness that 

as people of integrity we can’t begin and stop dialog as convenient. It’s then that people walk 

away in pain. How can we be in solidarity with those of other races and ethnicities? How do we 

need to change?   

Where do we start?  

When William Sinkford was the UUA president from 2001 to 2009 he shared that as a black 

leader of a white denomination when he came into office, “Unitarian Universalists and others 

expected me to offer answers to racism…”  Whites hoped for a simple solution, even when many 

knew this was improbable. What Sinkford did was to ask the congregations to go to 

uncomfortable places. If there was a desire for a multicultural membership – people had to ask 

where they chose to live? where the churches are located? who their friends are? and who is 

invited to their home? before focusing on the diversity of the congregation. 

As a white clergy member, do I have the courage to take myself to the discomfort and sit there 

and be open to change?  Will others follow?   

There is hope to continue the long path of correction and reconciliation. This past fall has created 

an opening of sorts – fresh wounds to be sure, but openings. A time for deep listening and paying 

attention. A time for entering the messiness of the imperfect.  

The status quo isn’t working. We have images showing us change is possible – Shirley 

Chisholm, Martin Luther King, and so many more.   

Are we ready to rock the boat? Are we ready to rock our own boat? Are we ready to have our 

boat rocked? My wish for the congregation this year is that we will sustain our commitment to 

do the work of racial justice and that we will do so with love and with integrity.   

May It Be So   


