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       1st Principle: The inherent worth and dignity of every person 

reflection  Rev. Dr. Patrick T. O’Neill 
Senior Minister of Rosslyn Hill Unitarian Chapel, London, England 
 read by Martin Hargrove 

 
From A Sermon by Rev. Dr. Patrick T. O’Neill 
 
I have been a Unitarian Universalist parish minister for 35 years now.  I have been 
witness over the years to literally hundreds of people as they have found and embraced 
our Unitarian Universalist faith.  And I have heard their stories, told year after year, 
about what their journeys have been like, why they have searched to find a new 
religious home for themselves, having grown up in other traditions and coming to a 
time in their lives, some point of crisis, that was a crossroad for them, when they knew 
they could not just stand still or remain where they were without feeling somehow lost. 
 
 But of late I have noticed something new and urgent in their stories.  Of late, 
when I ask newcomers to tell me about their religious odysseys, - what brought them 
here, how they found their way to the Unitarian Universalist community – what they 
tell me more and more often is an “exclusion story.”  More and more often, newcomers 
to our faith speak of a painful experience of feeling excluded for one reason or another 
from the faith of their families of origin.   
 
 They speak of some experience, some occasion, when simply because of some 
accident of difference, be it gender issues or sexual orientation, or some manner of 
their bodies, their spirits, or their lives – they came to feel excluded from the houses of 
faith where they once felt nurtured and cared for as the equally loveable children of 
God that we all are assumed to be.  I have to imagine what it must feel like – because of 
course, as a white heterosexual male, I have never been personally excluded from 
anything in my life.  But of late I have listened to story after story of people who come 
to our Unitarian Universalist faith hoping, praying that we mean it when we say this 
inclusive religious community welcomes you no matter what your journey has been, no 
matter your color or sexual orientation, no matter whom you love.  
 

 I’ve listened to more and more stories of people who have never had the 
experience of welcome and inclusivity in a church before.  Do you really mean it? they 
ask us.  When you say in this church that you “…affirm and promote the inherent worth 
and dignity of every person…” Do you really mean it?  A young man coming to terms 
with his homosexuality just at the time when he is told he may not receive communion 
anymore in the faith where he was baptized as a baby.  A woman facing the loneliest 



decision of her life choosing an abortion and then feeling ostracized from the God she 
was brought up to believe in.   

 
“Am I okay here?” they ask us.  “Is it really alright to be different here?  Will I be 

accepted here the way I am?” 
 
 It’s the exclusion stories that I now keep hearing from the pilgrims who come to 
our doors.  “Yes, we mean it!” is my reply.  This is the heart of Unitarian Universalism – 
this radical inclusiveness is the first principle that makes this church what it is.  If we 
are not about this work, - of Standing on the Side of Love, Standing on the Side of the 
excluded, then we have no mission worthy of the name. 
 
 
  2nd Principle: Justice, equity and compassion in human 

relations 
reflection Rev. Barbara H. Gadon,  

Minister, Elliot Chapel, Unitarian Universalist. Kirkwood MO 
  read by Rebecca Fisher 
 

Justice, Equity and Compassion in Human Relations mean something very 
different to me since August 8, 2014. Michael Brown was shot 18 miles from where I 
live and serve in Kirkwood, Missouri. My church and I have learned so much since 
then. Wilmington knows something about being at the epicenter of a racial crisis with 
the eyes of the world on you. As you saw in 1968, a huge hole opens up between the 
just, equal and compassionate world you thought and hoped and believed existed, and 
what you see going on right in front of you. It’s right in front of you – and it’s the thing 
you can’t talk about with some or even all of your family. It’s the conversation you duck 
out of at work or with your neighbors. Sometimes, it’s hard to do at church.  The silence 
is deafening.  

So we decided to act instead. Between six and seven p.m. every Tuesday for 19 
weeks in a row, we stood outside our church building, facing the street. We held signs 
that said “We Stand with Ferguson” and “Black Lives Matter”. We were excited and 
nervous. Not sure what we were doing at first. Beth, one of our social justice leaders, set 
the tone. She said, “You are remembering Michael Brown and the black and brown 
men who have died at the hands of police. This is serious. You are standing here for 
their families, who are in more pain than you can imagine. You are telling this 
community that this suffering matters. That their lives matter. You are standing here in 
silent witness that this has got to stop.”  

At first we called it a “silent vigil”, but because Unitarian Universalists don’t do 
silence terribly well, we started to call it a quiet vigil. We had a binder with readings 
from Frederick Douglass, Dorothy Day, Dr. King and other human rights heroes. Some 
people read things from their cell phones. Sometimes we sang songs. The civil rights 
era songs that a lot of baby boomers came of age with made complete sense in this new 
era. It’s the first church I’ve served with its own bullhorn.  



 For those 19 weeks, we averaged between 20 and 40 people standing on our 
lawn. When it got cold we bundled up. When it got dark, we rigged up lights. For some, 
the vigils were easy to participate in. Just show up at church and hold a sign.  I learned 
much later that for some people, it was one of the bravest things they had done. We 
knew that our signs saying “Black Lives Matter” made some people angry, because they 
felt it was a betrayal of the police. We could have held signs saying “All lives matter” 
and been just fine. But “Black Lives Matter” signified that black lives do NOT matter in 
our city, in our country, in our world. That not everyone agreed with this idea is a huge 
understatement. One that drew anger.  Some were worried about friends and neighbors 
seeing them. Some were even afraid of violence. Really? I thought.  I looked at our 
lovely churchyard across the street from the Farmer’s Market, surrounded by 
handsome houses, a YMCA, and our town library.  Why were they afraid? I didn’t get it. 
Then it struck me:  they did it anyway.  

Each Tuesday, I would say, “I feel like I’ve been to church.” It felt like worship 
turned inside out. Instead of sitting inside our building, facing one person speaking a 
message, we stood outside our building with a message facing out to our neighbors. I 
now believe that one week outside our building communicates our principle of justice, 
equity and compassion more effectively than 1,000 weeks of sitting inside it. I’m 
grateful for the opportunity.  

 
 
   

 3rd Principle: Acceptance of one another and 
encouragement of spiritual growth in our congregations 

reflection Rev. William Zelazny  
Interim Minister, Unitarian Congregation of West Chester, PA 
 read by Evan Krape 

 
What a radical notion to say we affirm and promote acceptance of one another.  Radical because 
contemporary society seems to be all about trying to separate and draw distinctions by 
upholding differences – promoting in and out groups, saying that they are they and we are we 
and they cannot be like us. 
Radical because diverse aims and selfish purposes separate us from one another, erect fences, or 
even walls, between people.  
Radical because it is difficult to detach the person from their thoughts or actions.  Is a person 
separate from their thoughts and actions or are they that person because of them?    
But this principle points us in a different direction.  It points to the truth that all are branches on 
the Tree of Life.  All desire to be told, “You are worthy.”  “I see you.”  “I embrace you, though 
we may be different I welcome you.” 
It points to acceptance of another, not because of anything agreed to believe, or any deed agreed 
to be done, just shared humanity. This principle invites us to see past the ideas and deeds, not 
necessarily agreeing or accepting, but seeing past know the shared humanity – beautiful soul 
connecting to beautiful soul.   



And from the shelter of soul embracing soul is launched so much more human deeds.  From this 
is launched compassion. From this is launched care.  From this is launched love. From this is 
launched inquiry. From this soul to soul embrace is launched the ability to explore and grow, 
going even into the tender or disquieting places that may emerge from deep spiritual 
exploration. 
Such a radical notion – to connection through shared humanity, not ideas or deeds, and to let 
that connection free each to truly explore life and meaning.     
To this we aspire.  This do we affirm.  
 

 
 
  4th Principle: A free and responsible search for truth and 

meaning 
reflection Rev. Dr. Richard Speck 

retired District Executive, UUA Joseph Priestly District 
 read by Rebecca Fisher 

 
 The old Unitarian Universalist joke states that when asked to pray, we address it 
“to whom it may concern” as our name for God or the divine.  We have been defined by 
others as the revolving door between religion and the golf course or New York Times.  
But these characterizations miss the point of what it means to be a Unitarian 
Universalist.  Almost 450 years ago the Edict of Torda in Transylvania declared that 
each of us was free to understand religious truth without coercion from the state or a 
priest, rabbi, imam, or minister.  This freedom has come at a cost.  Those brave people 
who have proclaimed this freedom have been burned at the stake, imprisoned, beaten, 
and exiled because of it.   
 We now have inherited this freedom to worship and think according to the 
dictates of our consciences.  But this also comes with the responsibility to use it wisely.  
For too long we would say you could believe anything you want and be a good 
Unitarian Universalist.  WRONG!  If we are responsible in our diligence for truth and 
meaning, we reject anything that causes harm to another human being through 
religion.  Each of us needs to do the work of creating our own theology, but it must be 
done in a way that doesn’t disparage another.  That is the responsible half of the fourth 
principle.   
 Being responsible also means being in community with others who are seeking to 
know the truth about our lives and our relation to one another and the universe.  A 
search for truth and meaning is done in fellowship with others who will challenge and 
test our assumptions about the holy with us in a loving embrace and not a harsh 
criticism that says we just don’t get “it” whatever the other person says is their truth.  
This means we do not put down another who doesn’t see the world the way we do.   
 Rev. Dr. Tom Owen-Towle created a Leader’s Guide when the seven principles 
were first adopted by the Unitarian Universalist Association.  He wrote, “Freedom is 
more properly considered by us a means rather than an end.  Freedom without 
responsibility winds up in chaos; responsibility without liberty results in blind 



obligation.  But a free and responsible search demands both community and discipline.  
It takes us beyond private faith to covenantal religion.” 
 We believe that revelation is not sealed, but continuous.  May we search together 
for that new truth.  

 
  5th Principle: The right of conscience and the use of the democratic 

process within our congregations and in society at large 
reflection Rev. (Major) Rebekah Montgomery 

US Army Chaplain 
 read by Evan Krape 
 

 As a child, my idea of being a Unitarian Universalist existed solely within going to 
my local congregation every Sunday and seeing the warm friendly faces I had known 
for so long. That all changed when I attended my first General Assembly as a youth 
delegate when I was 15 years old. I remember a warm feeling of belonging and 
acceptance, of kinship and family as I met other UU’s from all over the country and 
world. The thousands that gather every summer serve as a beacon of hope, setting the 
path ahead for us to come together as a wider movement in the world.  
 Just as I experienced attending my first General Assembly decades ago, we each 
are just one entity in the sea of shared faith community. As we reflect on the principle 
of our faith tradition of the right of conscience and the use of the democratic process in 
our congregations and in society at large, we can recognize how we each as individuals 
are a part of the larger whole. By both looking within to embolden the right of 
conscience and without ourselves to engage the democratic process, we lift up this 
gentle balance and interdependence. First, we seek to examine within, to seek that 
quiet place where the soul meets mind and intention. We reflect upon our values, our 
own sense of right and wrong and what is precious to us in our bones. Here we find the 
white hot passions of those things we cherish: our beloveds, families and communities, 
our identities and ways of being in the world. Our right of conscience is our ability to 
speak aloud that which forms us and those people and values we hold dear. Our right of 
conscience ignites our fire of commitment as we thirst for social justice, just as we see 
in our denomination’s Standing on the Side of Love where public witness and action 
brings healing and hope to those seeking refuge and hope for a better day. Through the 
democratic process in our congregations and in our society at large, we look outward 
and seek to translate our values into action, to build consensus and coalitions to protect 
or create communities and institutions around our shared values. In this way, we exist 
as one precious, unique body interconnected with the larger whole.  As Ralph Waldo 
Emerson wrote: “Within us is the soul of the whole; the wise silence, the universal 
beauty, to which every part and particle is equally related, the eternal One.” May this 
day bring for you a refreshed connection to that spark within that brings light into the 
world. May your right of conscience serve to build the beloved community in our 
homes, heart and land.  
   
 
   



       6th Principle: The goal of world community with peace, 
liberty, and justice for all 

reflection Rev. Mark P. Ward, 
Minister, UU Church of Ashville, NC 
 read by Rebecca Fisher 

 
I have heard people say they are “first principle” Unitarian Universalists or “seventh 
principle” or even “fourth principle” UUs. But I can’t ever remember having heard 
someone call her- or himself a “sixth principle” UU. It’s kind of like the Henny 
Youngman principle: the one that gets no respect. 
It’s not that it’s somehow frivolous or irrelevant: peace, liberty, justice, world 
community? C’mon, folks, that’s pretty deep stuff. 
Maybe it’s just that it doesn’t have the edge that some of our other principles do. 
“Inherent worth and dignity,” in our first principle, for example, has an edge. That 
judge that lives in our cerebral cortex can be pretty dismissive. It can take real spiritual 
discipline when, say, somebody cuts you off in rush hour traffic to recite to yourself, 
“inherent worth and dignity . . . inherent worth and dignity.” 
But, nobody doesn’t like “peace.” And “liberty and justice” seem imported from the 
Pledge of Allegiance. What’s not to like? “World community” can be pretty edgy, 
depending on the audience, but to be honest these days it can seem like such a far 
distant goal that it’s hard to stay focused. “World community? Yeah, fine. What’s for 
dinner?” 
But is this a mistake? Have we just been captured by a culture that only rewards 
immediacy and indulgence? Back in the 1980s, the Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh 
wrote a book entitled Being Peace that argued that peace is not just a goal; it is the way 
to the goal. We play a role in bringing peace about in how we organize and orient our 
lives. 
 
A group in my home congregation, the Unitarian Universalist Congregation of 
Asheville, takes this practice seriously. This month, March, marks the 8th anniversary 
of a “Peace-making Potluck” that they hold every month, where participants reflect on 
the various dimensions of what it means to live in peace. This March the topic is 
“Feeling for Peace.” The topics for the next several months are Speaking for Peace, 
Acting for Peace, and Creating for Peace. 
Perhaps our sixth principle becomes more relevant if we think of its central concepts 
not as distant goals but as tenets for how we guide our lives. How do we live in such a 
way as to promote liberty – our own and that of our fellows? How do we act to serve 
justice, when we remember, as Cornell West writes, that “justice is what love looks like 
in public”? 
How might our congregations be agents of Beloved Community, a community that 
recognizes no bounds, that, adapting the words of the Universalist Edwin Markum, 
draws a circle that takes the whole world in? 
Yeah, it’s pretty deep stuff and good work to keep us ambitious UUs going for some 
time, and maybe even gets us some respect. 
 



 
7th Principle: Respect for the interdependent web of all 
existence of which we are a part. 

reflection Rev. Lisa G. Ward 
 Minister UU Fellowship of Harford County, MD 
  read by Scott Ward 

 
Recently, my husband, Nick, began a new career as a tractor-trailer driver. Nine 
months into the world of transport, his adventures have revealed strands of the 
interdependent web that, frankly, I rarely thought about. So much goes into the way we 
live our lives. So many people support our comings and goings. So much industry, and 
far more dependency, I think, than a culture priding itself in independence tends to 
admit.  
Interdependence challenges the “self-made being” hubris. We rely on each other, on 
nature and on the cosmos to live out our days.  In the daily busy-ness of our lives, we 
can tend to ignore the strands of the web of life that uphold us.  
When we purchase something at a store, Nick pointed out, it has already been 
processed through at least three steps: the manufacturer, the distribution center and 
the store’s warehouse.  At each step, a number of people are involved to manufacture, 
load, distribute, maintain and deliver the goods. Simply considering the travel log of 
the clothes we are wearing can remind us that we are inextricably bound to one another 
in order to live out our lives. Even if you made your clothes, the materials came from 
somewhere.  
When we forget that we are all connected, bit by bit we behave as if we are separate, not 
only in time and space, but in being and spirit.  We can then feel alienated from the 
shared source of all life and assume we have to fend for ourselves.  In enters fear and 
the need for power to feel in control.  In enters comparisons and competitiveness, 
marking of territories and systems of security.  So much distortion and dis-ease is 
brought about because we tend to forget the inborn truth of our belonging in the web of 
life with one another. 
When we come to a recognition of our natural interconnectedness, when we allow the 
awareness that our breath is an exchange with trees and connected to the majesty of 
wind, we can ease the tensions that come from the illusion of “doing it all on our own”.  
When we open to the understanding that the pulsing of our blood parallels the flow of 
rivers and streams, we can find the pulse of our lives in others and open ourselves to 
deeper understanding.  When we come to know the truth of our interdependence, we 
can come to realization that the wisdom of well-being for all life is in each of our cells 
and all around us in the messages of nature and intuition.  We can then embrace our 
response-ability to all life. This takes humility and courage.  It takes gratitude and 
acceptance. 
The more we are aware of our interdependence, the more we can be intentional about 
our choices, grateful in our interaction, and hopeful in shared being. That’s much of the 
wisdom we nurture with one another in our Unitarian Universalist faith communities. 
 


