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SERMON
My husband and co-minister and I like to visit other congregations on our Sundays off.  John and I were ministers for many years at the First Unitarian Church of Baltimore.  Soon after we arrived there, we decided to visit a prominent black Baptist church a block away.  John and I have been in a lot of different settings.  We had visited a few other Black churches before this one.  Still, I found myself nervous about how we’d be received.  When we first walked up the steps, I felt myself a stranger.  Of course, I was a stranger, but this was a more profound sense of strangeness.  I was felt fear and shame, remembering the history of race relations in my own life time, my own slave-owning ancestors, my parents’ refusal to rent to Blacks, how little I had done to change this.  

There can be an advantage in looking different.  The ushers and people standing around immediately recognized us as new to their church.  Sometimes when I see a strange face I don’t know whether they are new to the church, or just don’t come often.  Surely, the people standing outside the sanctuary noticed we were different.  They welcomed us very warmly, put us at ease.  But then, everyone standing around seemed to welcome everyone warmly, far more warmly, I suspect, than many of us even greet each other.  It was nice.  
The worship was different than what I am used to.  As I remember it, we were the only obviously white faces in that sanctuary that morning.  Everyone was in their Sunday best – suits, dresses and hats.  The place was packed.  Parents with children were everywhere and little ones sometimes played fairly quietly in the aisles.  Everyone was nicely dressed.  The music and the pastor were full of energy.  Clearly, no one cared if the service went long.  The pastor laughed a lot and we did too.  
It can be hard attending a church where no one looks like you, especially if you’ve grown up in a society which still harbors racism.  It’s a difficult subject to talk about and most of you are meeting me for the first time.  This morning, however, I am asking you to reflect with me on how Unitarian Universalist churches including this one are at welcoming and including people of color. 
I would like all of you here this morning who check off Caucasian on the Census questionnaire to imagine that you are a person of color, one who has questioned your parents’ religious beliefs or your ministers’ pronouncements.  Somewhere you’ve run across Unitarian Universalism.  Maybe someone told you that you sound like a Unitarian Universalist.  Maybe a teacher talked about us in a religion class.  
You go on the Williamsburg congregation website to check them out as I did this last week.  Do you see anything that made you feel at home?  Do you see anybody in the pictures that looks like you?  Maybe some of you this morning don’t spend much time on that website.  But our visitor will probably notice that while the minister appears to be Asian, she’s just about the only person of color pictured there. 
What else affects your impression of whether this is a welcoming congregation?  What about the design of the page?  The architecture of the building?  There are so many subtle things that are culture-based that we usually don’t notice if it’s our culture that’s represented.

If our visitor look a little further on the site, he or she will see an outreach on racial justice.  Well, that’s interesting.  There seems to be lots going on.  Odd that it doesn’t call itself a church.  Odd that there’s no mention of God or Jesus, but maybe that’s what I’m looking for.  Something that doesn’t hit me over the head.   That’s an interesting description:  “a welcoming, worshiping, witnessing community.”  That may sound familiar.  You’re intrigued by some of the sermons you read.  Of course, you are looking for something different, a place that will accept an oddball like you.  So maybe you screw up your courage and come to check us out.
If you are a person of color here this morning, what was your first experience of Unitarian Universalism like?  Did someone give you a big smile and warm welcome at the door?  Did your neighbor in the pew talk to you?  Did anyone invite you to stay after church?  Or come to a discussion group?  
If you decide to stay, maybe even join, what will you experience here? How wide is our embrace in the real world?  Let me share some true stories, some of them modified just a little to protect identities.  

Don Robinson is an African American who is a Unitarian Universalist minister. When Don was in seminary, he used to do guest preaching in local UU churches.  He once told me that some people in our suburban churches wouldn’t meet his eyes when he walked into their congregations. I wasn’t sure I believed him.  As far back as Ralph Waldo Emerson we have been described as “corpse-cold” Unitarians.  Surely it was coincidence.  But more recently, an African American member of a suburban UU congregation told me that there was a person in her choir who wouldn’t talk to her, avoided even looking at her.  They’d never argued, the woman was just uncomfortable for some reason.  This member believed it was race.  This had happened to her before.  
Another White member of a church I ministered to sent out a You Tube video to a committee she was on that featured minstrels in black face in several parts of the song. When I asked her about the video, she replied that she hadn’t even noticed that there were minstrels in the video; she sent it out because she liked the song.  I can assure you that almost any African American would have noticed the blackface. I suspect that many of them would have assumed that the person who sent it was racist.  
Unitarian Universalist ministers of color have also found it difficult to find acceptance.  Until recently, there were hardly any.  Early ministers of color were either turned away or had little support.  The few we did have had difficulty finding and keeping settled positions.  
In recent years, the Unitarian Universalist Association has made a concerted effort to seek out and support potential ministers of color.  We want to be the faith of our dreams.  Our seminaries are becoming more diverse.  But when these new ministers of color started looking for their first congregations, our Department of Ministry has had to work really hard to find them any paying positions at all. Often they had to take interim or short term consulting positions.  Many were met with suspicion -- fears that they would be too Christian or that they would only talk about race.  
Or they are just met with discomfort.  It is rumored that one African American minister found that the family of one couple he married didn’t want to include him in their wedding pictures. He has since left parish ministry.  
Unspoken, I suspect, and maybe unacknowledged, may have been the fear among some that they wouldn’t be bright enough.  That’s ironic, since the average person of color in our congregations is even better educated than the average white person.  Unspoken also, is whether we will feel comfortable with a minister who looks so different from us sitting by our hospital bed, or comforting us when our child has died.  
Other Unitarian Universalists in those same congregations, of course, are eager to call a person of color.  They hope that they will help the congregations talk about race.  Many hope they will help their congregations become more diverse.  This clash of expectations can make for a bumpy ride and shorter ministries than their peers. The average settlement for a person of color in our faith is increasing, but it is still shorter than their white counterpoints.
These stories used to be hard for me to believe, but I began to realize that I simply had no idea of what the every day experience of people of color was in our congregations.  That makes me sad.  

We think of ourselves as the church of the broad embrace.  Our Universalist heritage teaches us that we are all one in the divine embrace.  Our Unitarian heritage teaches us that all are worthy, all are welcome.  Our principles and purposes say that all have inherent worth, that we all deserve justice and compassion, we are all interconnected.  Unitarian Universalists have not always been the first to embrace those of different races or classes, but we witness for racial justice.  We show up for marches.  We write letters.  We boycott.  We join together with interfaith groups to seek better housing, better schools.
But we look around ourselves in our congregations and discover that most of us are not very diverse racially despite our vision of offering a welcoming table where a place is set for everyone.  There are those that say that ours is not a religion that appeals to most people of color.  Most people of color, we say, are going to want a Christian church.  One that offers clear answers.  One that uses traditional religious language.  One that is high energy.  
The truth is most people of any color aren’t attracted to our faith.  Unitarian Universalist congregations have about 200,000 members in a country of over 300 million, less than a tenth of one percent.  We should attract millions -- millions of all shapes and sizes and colors.  We don’t offer clear answers, but we do offer hope.  We do offer acceptance.  We come together to be part of something greater than ourselves, something grand, something we can only begin to understand, but something that holds all of us, no matter how different, no matter how marginalized, in its embrace.
Too often, we confuse our message with our culture.  Love isn’t about graduate degrees.  It isn’t about what we wear.  It isn’t about how we understand the Holy, or if we are willing to use that word.  It isn’t about the music we like or the books we read.  The heart of our faith isn’t the hymn sandwich; isn’t classical music, isn’t the talk back.   All these things may fit within our embrace, yes, but our faith can also be ecstatic worship and drums, awe and wonder. Our faith is struggle, but it is also joy.  The heart of our faith is the spirit of love.  It is about seeking transformation so that we may embody that spirit of love.  We come here Sunday mornings to be changed, to be renewed, to be the people we yearn to be, to become the faith of our dreams.

The heart of our faith has many names -- God, Goddess, Allah, the ever expanding Universe, all of the many names for that which we can never capture in one name, never fully know.  
All are worthy.  All are welcome.  Come, come, whoever you are, whatever your race, whatever your beliefs, whatever your income, whatever your sexual orientation, whatever your level of education, whatever your age.  Come learn how to love more, love better. Come become a part of a great love, a love that will change all our lives.  Come, let us listen to the voice of love.  Where is it calling us to go?  What is it calling us to do?

Let love lead the way.  Where it leads, let us follow. When we falter, let us lean on love.  When our days and nights are hard, let love ease our way.  Do not be afraid.  Love will guide us.  Come, Let us be on our way. 
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