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Thanks so much for inviting me to speak today.  I am grateful for your support of the programs 

of the Unitarian Universalist United Nations Office.  If you don’t know what we do, I invite you 

to get to know us better.  We are at the cutting edge of global change.  Our best chance for a 

better world rests largely in the work we all do together at the United Nations.  More 

information is available on the table in back. Last year the United Nations celebrated its 70th 

birthday.  For these 70 years, the United Nations has prevented a reoccurrence of global war, it 

has drastically reduced poverty and increased education, tackled climate change and increased 

equality and respect for human rights for everyone, everywhere. 

We have already changed the United Nations from apathy towards sexual orientation/gender 

identity human rights to total and complete engagement.  We’ve given a platform to small 

island states to tell the UN community about the dangers of rising sea levels to their people, 

culture and future.  We work for full ratification and implementation of the International 

Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their 

Families.  We are working to find new ways to support women’s sexual and reproductive health 

rights. We also work for the ratification and implementation of the UN Convention on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women.  We promote U.S. Ratification of the 

UN Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities. We are working to ensure that people 

of African descent are treated with the dignity they deserve and accorded opportunities on an 

equal basis with all others.  This is part of our work to implement and shape the UN Decade for 

People of African Descent and to implement the International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination.  A key part of this work is to work for better, more effective 

and more equitable systems of justice.  The United Nations together with Pope Frances and 

others call on the world to abolish the death penalty.  The UN also calls for laws to effectively 

reduce gun violence in the United States and around the world.  We also need to end racism 

which results in the murder of innocent children of color, of the mass incarceration of people of 

color and laws which disenfranchise them as voters and prevent their ability to obtain 

education, jobs, housing or health care.   

While I was in high school, my mother took me to the home of a security guard at Pepperdine 

University.  The guard was of Irish heritage, kindly and hospitable.  We had many happy meals 

with his family at their apartment which was above a garage on the campus of Pepperdine 

University.  Later, I enrolled at Pepperdine.  I joined the speech and debate team.  In my senior 

year, I was doing well at a debating tournament at the University of Southern California.  During 

the tournament, we learned that a young black youth had been shot and killed as he walked 

past the girl’s dorm on the Pepperdine campus.  We left the debate mid-tournament and 



returned to campus.  Later I learned that the shooter was the Irish security guard whom I knew.  

Pepperdine’s reaction to the shooting seemed inadequate, so we chained the doors of the 

university shut calling on Pepperdine to come up with a more satisfactory response.  Soon the 

LAPD riot squad appeared and we decided the unchain the doors and leave.  I decided to make 

an appointment with the chancellor of the University, William Banowsky.  As I sat talking with 

Bill Banowsky, he got a call from the President of USC.  I couldn’t hear what the President of 

USC was saying, but Bill Banowsky said, “I’m talking to a student who’s telling me how to run 

my university.”  This was exactly what I was doing.  A few weeks later, I was at my graduation 

ceremony.  Bill Banowsky was handing out the diplomas.  When I got up to Bill, he held on to 

the diploma, stopping the line in mid-course.  I feared that my activism would rob me of my 

hard-earned degree.  Instead, Bill said, “I really appreciate your meeting with me.  Let’s keep in 

touch.”  Then he let me take my degree.  For years afterwards, I received Christmas cards from 

him.  The shooting happened in 1971.  Emmett Till was tortured and murdered in 1955.  He was 

14.  In 1971, I felt certain that by this time in my life, we would no longer face the murders of 

children of color.  A few months ago, Tamir Rice, a 12-year-old boy, was playing with a toy gun.  

He was shot and killed by the police in Cleveland.  On Tuesday, November 3rd Tamir’s mother, 

Samarira Rice, told her story at a United Nations event co-sponsored by the Unitarian 

Universalist UN Office and the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights.  Samarira 

Rice and I were be joined Harry Bellefonte, Prince Zeid Ra'ad Al Hussein United Nations High 

Commissioner for Human Rights, Alicia Garza, a founder of the Black Lives Matter movement, 

Steven W. Hawkins, Executive Director of Amnesty International USA, John Crawford, whose 

son was also killed by police, and several others.  FYI: The American mission to the UN 

expressed concern about the issues we raised and the effect on American prestige.  This event 

was over subscribed with nearly 800 RSVPs for a room that holds 500.  You can see the entire 

event on webtv.un.org and search “Confronting the Silence.”  

We are determined to end racism as successfully as we work to end homophobia, gender bias 

and all forms of intolerance.  These are not just words.  We are moving the global needle of 

justice, equality, and compassion forward.  We are paramount leaders in the struggle for 

human rights, including the human right to peace and the human right to sustainable 

development in a world free from life-destroying pollution.   

We are leaders at the United Nations with profound relationships with leaders at the Office of 

the High Commissioner for Human Rights, at the UN Office of Disarmament Affairs, at the UN 

Department of Public Information, at UN Women, the UN Development Program, the UN 

Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the World Bank and more.  We also have relationships with the U.S. 

Department of State, USAID, the White House, the Canadian Department of Foreign Affairs, 

Trade and Development, Canada Health and the Canadian Prime Minister’s Office.  We have 

contacts with all the UN Missions which sit on the UN Security Council and with many other 

missions to the UN.  We are widening our many contacts with activists and opinion leaders 

around the world.  We work these relationships to build the beloved community. 



One of the most effective ways we influence is through our annual Spring Seminars.  This year’s 

seminar in April will be on Black Lives Matter and Income Inequality.  Last year, we held our 

seminar on international criminal justice.  Our seminar strongly condemned the death penalty.  

We demonstrated that education is a strong antidote to crime.  Keeping children in school 

dramatically lowers the chances they will ever go to prison.  Education in prison (which has 

been nearly totally defunded) prevents recidivism.   Two of our seminar speakers were 

convicted felons.  Both are amazing men you would want to invite to your home.  Both 

obtained college degrees in prison.  That’s what changed them.  One said, “Who would you 

want to meet on 42nd street, someone like me, or someone who has spent years in solitary 

confinement and made crazy?”  Prisons are bad enough, but solitary confinement over 15 days 

is considered by the United Nations as torture.  We put people in solitary confinement for 

years, even decades.  Why not make our prisons places of learning and opportunity, instead of 

places of torture and degrading treatment?  Teachers love teaching in prisons.  The students 

are motivated.  They read their assignments and do their homework.  They value this second 

chance to get the education they deserved from the moment they were born.   

The United States is nearly unique in depriving former felons of voting rights after they have 

completed prison terms.  Germany allows prisoners to vote in prison and nearly every other 

country restores voting rights immediately and automatically upon release from prison.  

Michelle Alexander in her book, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of 

Colorblindness, outlines American history which first disenfranchised people of African descent 

through slavery.  Then, a system of Jim Crow laws continued to disenfranchise American 

citizens of African descent.  When Jim Crow laws were abolished, the War on Drugs was 

invented to disenfranchise millions of American citizens of African descent.  While felony 

disenfranchisement laws should be of concern in any democracy, the scale of their impact in 

the United States is unparalleled: an estimated 6.5 million U.S. citizens are disenfranchised, 

including those who have fully completed their sentences.  In addition to losing the right to 

vote for selling a bag of marijuana, for example, you also lose access to benefits to education, 

housing and employment opportunities.  Often even innocent youths are encouraged to plead 

guilty to a felony to avoid jail time. They plead guilty to avoid prison not knowing the lifetime of 

misery they face with a felony conviction on their record.  

The racial impact of disenfranchisement laws is particularly egregious. Nearly 30 percent of 

African American men can expect a felony conviction and to be disenfranchised.  The rate of 

incarceration does not reflect rates of crime.  Drug offences occur in about equal rates in both 

white and African American neighborhoods.  On WNYC a reporter interviewed a drug dealer in 

Brooklyn.  She asked him if he was concerned about admitting dealing drugs on the radio.  He 

replied, “No, I’m not concerned, I’m white.”  Effectively, drug use has been decriminalized in 

white neighborhoods, while the police arrest people of African Descent in far greater numbers 

than offenders in white areas.  



Disenfranchisement laws in the U.S. are a vestige of medieval times when offenders were 

banished from the community and suffered ‘‘civil death.” Brought from Europe to the colonies, 

these laws gained popularity at the end of the nineteenth century when disgruntled whites in a 

number of Southern states adopted them and other ostensibly race-neutral voting restrictions 

in an effort to exclude blacks from the vote.  No other democratic country in the world denies 

as many people the right to vote because of felony convictions. The extent of 

disenfranchisement in the United States is as troubling as the fact that the right to vote can be 

lost for relatively minor offenses. An offender who receives probation for a single sale of drugs 

can face a lifetime of disenfranchisement.  Restrictions on the franchise in the United States 

seem to be singularly unreasonable as well as racially discriminatory, in violation of democratic 

principles and international human rights law.  Excluding felons provided a clear advantage to 

Republican candidates in every presidential and senatorial election since 1972.  In addition, 

felon disenfranchisement may have cost Al Gore the 2000 presidential election.  Similarly, if not 

for felony disenfranchisement, Democratic senatorial candidates would likely have prevailed in 

several elections.  Therefore, this is not just the subjugation of all people of African descent in 

the United States, but a hijacking of American democracy to produce the chaos and dysfunction 

that we see today.  Congress refuses to enact laws that the people want, such as gun control 

despite 80% support for such laws and laws to protect our climate.  Because so many are 

disenfranchised and because money purchases government decisions instead of popular will, I 

don’t believe we can say, in truth, that we have a government of the people, by the people and 

for the people.  Racism is a core factor in the dysfunction of our country.  It is baked into our 

Constitution and comprises every part of our history.  So what do we face going forward?  

Climate Change and migrations.  Naomi Klein’s book, This Changes Everything Capitalism Vs. 

The Climate portrays two roads to the future: One is that the climate deteriorates as capitalism 

impels us to do nothing to end the destruction of our planetary climate system, millions will die, 

mostly in the global south and mostly poor people of color.  It will be hurricane Katrina and 

New Orleans on a global level.  The rich got in their cars and left.  The poor were stranded and 

died.  Those with power and wealth, will protect themselves.  This will mean building walls to 

keep the global south from invading the north.  We already have the wall on our border with 

Mexico and Donald Trump wants more wall, and to kick millions out to preserve the white 

man’s paradise.  My prediction is this course of action is doomed to eventual failure, even for 

the rich, privileged and powerful.  We see the beginnings of this here in the United States and 

in Europe.  Those in the global south won’t just die quietly without making heroic efforts to 

save their lives and those of their children.  No matter how high Donald Trump builds his wall, 

desperate people will get through.  Besides, Hispanic immigration is net zero with as many 

leaving as coming. Asian immigration is growing, and they fly here.  We can’t really live in a 

world while millions die.  It just isn’t possible.  The other road that Naomi Klein outlines is that 

we do everything possible to mitigate climate change as quickly as we can and work together as 

a planet to regulate the polluters and help save the lives of those most at risk to suffering the 

worst effects of climate change.  I should also point out that these poor people bear nearly no 

responsibility for the mess we are in.  Dale Jamieson in his book, Reason in a Dark Time: Why 



the Struggle to Stop Climate Change Failed--and What It Means For Our Future outlines the 50-

year struggle to get into gear to stop climate change and how the fossil fuel companies and 

some in the U.S. Government worked together to stop global efforts to mitigate climate 

change.  We had strong warnings from Presidents Lyndon Johnson and Jimmy Carter and today 

from the Pope and from President Obama.  Dale Jamieson, who has agreed to speak our next 

Spring Seminar, also advises an immediate end to our dependence on terribly polluting coal and 

to do all we can as quickly as we can to stop polluting the atmosphere, water and land; and to 

do all we can to help those who are most vulnerable.  According to the United Nations, 100,000 

people die every year now due to climate change.  Those numbers will increase as time goes 

on.  The knee-jerk reaction is to circle the wagons and help our own; which for some, means 

helping our own race at the expense of others.  This natural tendency is so very wrong.  As Van 

Jones recommended at the 2008 UUA General Assembly, we need an effort similar to World 

War II in putting all the strength of our nation and world, including regulating the economy and 

industry, to face the crisis at hand, united and leaving no one behind.  We delayed facing 

fascism in Europe and Asia.  We waited until we were attacked and forced to respond and the 

job of eradicating fascism was much harder and more lives were lost than if we’d faced the 

threat earlier.  Ditto for climate change.  The longer we wait to get into gear, the harder the job 

will be.  There is no doubt the day will come when we will have no choice, but to act with every 

resouce we can muster.  However, more lives will be lost and more sacrifice will be necessary, 

the longer we wait.  We must not divide into camps and races.  It is natural when times get bad 

to push compassion to the side and become clannish and tribal.  However, clannish, tribal and 

Trumpish, will only lead us to barbarism and the destruction of the kind of future we want for 

ourselves and for the generations to come. 

Rather than becoming clannish and tribal, we need to become global and more humane, for our 

own sakes and for the sakes of future generations and all life on the planet.  We Unitarian-

Universalists need to live our principles to promote The inherent worth and dignity of every 

person;   Justice, equity and compassion in human relations;   Acceptance of one another and 

encouragement to spiritual growth in our congregations;   A free and responsible search for 

truth and meaning;   The right of conscience and the use of the democratic process within our 

congregations and in society at large;   The goal of world community with peace, liberty, and 

justice for all;   Respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part. 

These are the principles which guide and empower our work at the United Nations where your 

small United Nations Office leads in the areas of human rights, sustainable development, 

disarmament, peace and security and more.  We operate on a shoe-string budget, always 

wondering if we can continue our good work for another year.  We ensure that children in 

Africa get an education and health care.  We ensure that all our human rights are protected and 

nobody’s rights are ignored.  We push the envelope to make sure that we network, build 

alliances, make connections and use every possible diplomatic device in our considerable 

arsenal to address the global challenges of world peace, human rights and climate change.  We 

sent a rock star delegation to the Climate Conference in Paris last month and our proposal for a 



side event was approved by the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 

secretariat.  However, when they got to Paris, they were invited to speak at several other 

events.  They were that good and that effective.  Your voice was heard at the Climate Summit in 

Paris and heard every day at the United Nations and around the world for as long as your 

support allows us to keep the lights on and three staff and nine unpaid interns and volunteers 

working, in what they term a campaign office as we change the world and make it just a little 

better for all of us one day at a time.  We need you to support for our work with you at the 

United Nations to create a better world.  I notice you have none of our literature in your office. 

We are an important office of the UUA and we hope this congregation will be engaged with 

your United Nations Office through the creation of a UU-UNO envoy committee that promotes 

understanding and engagement in the work we do together. Give as generously as you can to 

keep this vital UU leadership going at the United Nations.  We need your partnership.  We are 

all in this together.  Amen and I love you. 

 


