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Rev. Roberta: I inherited my flaming radicalism from my mother. I have a treasure trove of 

memories of her passion and compassion, but as I prepared this service two very specific 

moments came to mind. The first was when she handed me a well-thumbed copy of The 

Feminine Mystique by Betty Friedan, and with tears in her eyes said, “Read this. It is the story of 

my life.” The other was when she gave me the playwright Lillian Hellman’s memoir, Pentimento.  

 “Old paint on canvas, as it ages, sometimes becomes transparent,” Hellman 

wrote. “When that happens it is possible, in some pictures, to see the original lines: a tree will 

show through a woman’s dress, a child makes way for a dog, a large boat is no longer on an 

open sea. That is called pentimento because the painter “repented,” changed his mind. Perhaps 

it would be as well to say that the old conception, replaced by the later choice, is a way of 

seeing and then seeing again.” 

 Seeing and then seeing again. There was a time in the not so distant past when no white 

person had any idea that flesh colored band-aids weren’t the color of everybody’s flesh. 

Whiteness was the norm. It never occurred to us that our whiteness was so centered in the 

culture that we couldn’t see anything else. We are slowly learning to see and then see again. 

The whole picture. The whole story.  

Hearing and then hearing again. There was a time in the not so distant past when we all agreed 

that when somebody used the word ‘man’ they meant everybody. We assumed maleness was 

the norm. It never occurred to us that maleness was so centered in the culture that we couldn’t 

hear anything else. We are slowly learning a language of inclusivity that has already gone far 

beyond the binary male/female divide. What are your preferred pronouns? That is a serious 

question that intends to honor the identity of every person. I know it is hard for some of you to 

adjust to language that seems to violate grammatical norms in order to break down walls. Rev. 

Victoria Safford writes about the evolution of language in our congregations. “Our church email 

signatures are . . . shifting, so that staff can indicate the pronouns by which they wish to be 

addressed and in so doing, invite everyone to whom we write to do the same, to level the 

ground, the common ground, and name it as open, holy ground. He/him/his, she/her/hers, 

they/them/their, xe/xim/xer—the English language presents challenges and creative invitations 

to self-determination. And the meticulous grammarian in me, the child of an English teacher, is 

creaking and groaning toward a new definition of ‘correct usage’: not politically correct but 

attuned to the music of right relationship.” 

Seeing and hearing and feeling, and then seeing and hearing and feeling again. That is 

how progress happens. That is how we evolve. That is how we move beyond images and 

language and structures that, though at one time the norms, are not reflective of our values. 

That is how we have transcended the fears and limitations of past generations and it is how we 



will dismantle the structures of patriarchy and white supremacy. (There I go channeling my 

flaming radical mother again!) 

We didn’t arrive at this point with ease. Change is hard, progress always has a cost. But as 

Unitarian Universalists we have persisted in calling ourselves and each other back to our ideals. 

We have, for sure, resisted painting over something in favor of something else. But eventually 

we repent, we repaint, and we continue to move forward. 

So here’s an example of pentimento for you, in real time. Initially I chose the title for 

this service, Our Monument Moment, to reflect the continuing work we have to do in 

recognizing the ways that white supremacy culture has infected us despite our best efforts to 

resist it. I was thinking about all the confederate monuments being taken down, about the fact 

that I am soon moving to a part of the country where I will drive regularly on the Lee Highway 

past Jeb Stuart High School. But it is a bad analogy. Those names, those monuments, were put 

up in bad faith. They were erected as part of a very deliberate reassertion of white supremacy; 

they stand with the intention of terrorizing people of color daily 

What we are facing in Unitarian Universalism, and in this congregation, is not a 

monument moment. None of the structures we are seeking to transform were erected in bad 

faith. So take out your pens and pencils and markers and paint over those words in your order 

of service. This is not a monument moment, but it is a moment. A moment when we decide 

how to move forward as people of faith committed to telling our whole story – the good, the 

bad and the ugly. Intent on seeing and hearing and feeling again and again until we become the 

community of radical hospitality that we yearn to be. We’ll all have to give up something of the 

past. We’ll all have to redouble our efforts to be aware of language and images and practices 

that were normed for us in our privilege – things that exclude even though we didn’t mean to. 

Things that diminish and maybe even terrorize even though we have no idea. It won’t be easy. 

But you can do it. I know that about you. The next speaker’s story bears witness to what is 

possible. 

 

Barry Marrs and Jeff Lott dialog: 

BARRY: Good morning. I’m Barry Marrs. 

JEFF: And I’m Jeff Lott. 

BARRY: Before Jeff and I met at First Unitarian in the early 2000s, Jeff taught my daughter Abby 

at Tower Hill School.  

JEFF: That was in the 1980s, and I don’t think I met you as Anny’s father. It really wasn’t until 

we served together on First Unitarian’s board of trustees about 2007 that I really got to know 

you. 

BARRY: That was when I figured out that Jeff had been Abby’s art teacher.  

JEFF: On the board, Barry and I got along well. He could always be counted on to speak for the 

rational humanists and atheists in the congregation.  

BARRY: And we could count on Jeff to see issues from multiple perspectives—using both his 

head and his heart. 



JEFF: Both Barry and I value Unitarian Universalism because we don’t have to agree on a creed 

or a theology to be part of this religious community. 

BARRY: We’re here to support each other, knowing that each of us has a different truth. And 

some different opinions about other subjects as well. 

JEFF: Like the Charles Parks doors. Like Thomas Jefferson. I nearly broke our bond of friendship 

and trust over this on January 18 of last year. Many of you will remember Rev. Roberta’s 

passionate sermon that day that challenged us to live out our faith and out principles. She 

wanted us to ask ourselves these questions: “Do my words match my values? Do my actions 

match my values?” 

BARRY: But then Rev. Roberta went after Thomas Jefferson. She demanded, “What is Thomas 

Jefferson doing on our front door?” When she said this, I thought, ”Jefferson risked his 

blooming life drafting the blooming Declaration of Independence! THAT is why he is on our 

doors! He articulated the aspirations of our new nation. Yes, he was a slave owner, but so was 

George Washington. Are we going to tear down the Washington Monument?” 

JEFF: I was mad too; I was fired up by Roberta’s picture of Jefferson as an unrepentant slave 

owner—a white supremacist who calculated that his wealth increased each year by 4 percent 

because his slaves procreated and multiplied. 

As I was leaving church that day, Barry  happened to go out the front door at the same time. I 

stopped to get a good look at the Jefferson image that Rev. Roberta had described, and I said 

something that I now regret. [Looking at Barry] You reacted with equal vehemence, and there 

we were on the sidewalk, fuming at each other.  

BARRY: Yes, we really got our hackles up! 

JEFF: When I got in my car I was shaking. I realized that I’d damaged my relationship with you. I 

felt terrible about it, and the next day I called you to apologize. 

BARRY: Yes, and we went to lunch together and talked it out. There’s no question that we’re of 

different minds about this issue. One of the things that really bothered me was Roberta’s 

implication that our church—our denomination—is a white supremacist organization. I don’t 

believe that I’m a member of a white supremacist organization. 

JEFF: And I said that although “white supremacy” is a very difficult term for white liberals to 

accept—especially in reference to ourselves and our institutions—it’s a powerful way to 

describe the structural and institutional racism that pervades our society. 

JEFF AND BARRY [unison]: We agreed to disagree.  

BARRY: It seemed to me that Roberta’s fiery sermon was intended to goad us into charging 

ahead without discussing the underlying issues first.  

JEFF: At the same time, we were deciding on a major capital improvement plan. And, as a 

result, the congregation concentrated on the practicalities and to avoid the difficult 

conversation about our history. And especially about our icons and the complicated legacy of 

Thomas Jefferson. 

BARRY: A few months later, you and I ended up on the minister search committee. And, as our 

search unfolded, we all understood that our new minister will have to address this important 



piece of unfinished business. We described this challenge in our packet and got questions about 

it from many our candidates—especially our best candidates. 

BARRY: I think we both recognize that the Parks doors are part of our congregation’s history—

and that the important thing is not so much where and how we display them, but how we talk 

about them with each other.  

JEFF: We think it’s something we should talk about. All of us. And one of the reasons for this 

Monument Moment service today is to begin to frame how such a conversation might unfold in 

the future without dividing us. 

BARRY: If I may, I have a few words about that. [step to podium and deliver your remarks] 

BARRY: [when finished] Now Jeff has a few things to say as well. 

JEFF: [delivers his remarks. Ends with ...] Barry and I remain friends because we’ve endeavored 

all along to stay in relationship. To stay within the covenant we have with each other as 

members of this congregation. To be honest and accepting of our differences. 

BARRY: I agree! And it is not just about personal friendship. Our faith is one based on covenant. 

The work of staying in covenant is ongoing and essential to being UUs. 

 

Barry Marrs: While serving on the Search Committee, I had the opportunity to accompany our 

incoming settled minister, Reverend Pamela Wat, as she fielded questions from many of you. 

One point she made over and over was that to her, the process was more important in most 

cases than the product. When we journey together, we are “doing church”. How we do 

whatever we do should be our focus, for it is there that we practice our faith. Our congregation 

has recently voted to move the Parks Doors from our entrance to a place in the Parish Hall, 

accompanied by an appropriate legend. Interesting word “legend”…our legends tell a lot about 

us. The move will symbolize our discomfort with the two patriarchs depicted on the doors, 

Thomas Jefferson and William Ellery Channing. It has been called our Monument Moment. But I 

hope it will not just be a “moment”. I hope members and visitors to this church for years to 

come will see the doors and be reminded that the “moral arch of the universe is long but tends 

toward justice”. What was, not so long ago, seen as an indisputable good…Jefferson’s role in 

writing down the aspiration of our nation…is now tainted by the knowledge that he did not 

personally live up to those aspirations and free his slaves. Like all of us, Jefferson was a person 

of his times, complex and conflicted. Let us continue to remember that however great our 

accomplishments, we should continually strive to live up to our aspirations. Placing the Parks 

Doors in our Parish Hall, accompanied by the appropriate legend, will be a continual reminder 

that none of us is a “one story” person. Few among us will have accomplishments equivalent to 

Jefferson’s or Channing’s, but we should always remember that we too need to work to be our 

“better selves”. As Jeff and I discovered, the process of staying in covenant with each other 

takes hard, on-going work. The product, a stronger church, one able to carry out our mission, 

flows from that process. And so for me, fiery rhetoric in support of noble ends will never justify 

ignoble means. 

 



Jeff Lott: Barry’s right about process, especially as the questions before us become more 

difficult. How we get there is important. How we get there, in relationship with each other, is 

indeed, “doing church.” And that takes work. 

But I believe that “end product” of our process is also very important. Where will we end up as 

we consider our congregation’s history and the legacy of white supremacy in our chosen faith? 

Our future depends on such questions. I wonder whether, if we value process over product, 

could we go through the motions of considering race, slavery, and heritage without changing 

anything? 

As we consider Thomas Jefferson’s place among the many legends that constitute our 

congregation’s story of itself—including our collective memory as expressed through art and 

architecture—I believe we must be able to let go of those parts of our past that no longer 

reflect our values or serve our evolving faith.  
A good example is the beautiful stained-glass angel window in our Brunner Chapel. How many 

of you have seen this lovely work of art? 

At one time in our history, this winged woman of the lilies was in the front of our sanctuary, the 

center of our attention during worship. Had we held onto that work of art, it would be right 

behind me. 

But, in the 1950s, as our ancestors planned the move from downtown Wilmington to this 

soaring structure, the angel window was crated up—and nearly forgotten. 

I wish I could have heard the conversations about the angel in the 1950s. Theologically, First 

Unitarian was at the height of its humanism as this building was being planned. There was really 

no place for a supernatural in our mid-century modern sanctuary—no room for miracles or 

angels. We had moved on from angels.  

A quarter century passed before our angel was recovered—found in a barn in upstate New York 

and returned to our care. We commissioned a beautiful teakwood box that situated our former 

angel of God among carved symbols of the world’s religions, as if to say, “This lovely work of art 

is something we cherish, but it does not represent our whole faith today.” 

So, a quarter century from now, what will have happened to the Jefferson–Channing doors? I 

don’t know. For now, we’ve voted to keep them where we can see them, in the Parish Hall. I 

accept that decision, but how will we engage with them during the years to come? How will we 

reconcile Jefferson—and even Channing, who was also deeply flawed—with our evolving 

religious values and aspirations? 

Let’s not shrink from this conversation. Let’s embrace both the process and the product as we 

move forward into a new era of spiritual growth that welcomes everyone to the table. 

 

Linda Sanders: I moved to north Wilmington in 2010, looking to retire in a few years, and I 

decide to look at First U as a place I can build my new community.  I walked up in June of 2010 

to the front doors.  I see Thomas Jefferson and some other white guy I didn’t know, Channing, 

on the doors and I say “oh no”.  I don’t know if I can go here.  This is going to be a white male 

dominant church and I don’t know if I can take that.  The oppression of male patriarchy was just 

pressing down on me and hurting me.  I sat down and Barbara Gadon was preaching.  She was 



warm, uplifting and inspiring and gave me a sense of comfort.  So, I put behind me the images 

on the doors.  I tried not to think about them.  I tried to forget that they were there.  I started 

coming in the back door, so I didn’t have to see them.   

 

When we decided to vote last year about moving the doors, I was elated.  Maybe that barrier I 

felt when I first came here would be taken down.  When we had the discussions about the 

doors I was surprised and then actually distraught.  I heard many people express how the doors 

were part of our church history, were works of art, and how the images of Jefferson and 

Channing were men to be admired, actual icons of our country and our faith. I felt so differently 

about them I had a hard time expressing my feelings at the time.  I wish I could have expressed 

then what I say now. 

 

White male patriarchy has HURT women for so long.  In the 1950’s when these doors were 

commissioned for this church, women couldn’t apply for a credit card in their own name.  

Thomas Jefferson’s democracy was for white male landowners.  Women couldn’t vote.  Women 

were not citizens of Jefferson’s democracy.  They were property of their husbands or fathers.  

Still today, women have no equal rights.  Delaware JUST THIS YEAR passed the Equal Rights 

Amendment.  The US as a whole has still to pass it.  Women, on average, continue to be paid 

about 67 cents on the dollar compared to men in the same jobs with the same qualifications. 

(Latina women are 52 cents) Men still feel the right to legislate women’s bodies and continue to 

try to deny a woman a right to choose to end a pregnancy.  

 

Walking up to those doors with those two men memorialized on them HURT me every time I 

had to walk through them or see them.  Can you hear me?  Do you believe me?  It HURT me, as 

a woman discriminated against by patriarchy, every time I saw them.   

 

Then I thought about how an African American would feel seeing the doors. I wish there were 

an African American voice today, but there is not, and I don’t want their potential views to go 

unheard. Now, I don’t have brown skin.  My ancestors were not kidnapped from their 

homeland, forced into cargo ships and sold as property to white men in this country.  My 

ancestors were not tortured or forced to work the fields to build the wealth of the white men 

who owned them.  My ancestors did not give, as Thomas Jefferson wrote in a letter to George 

Washington, a 4% productivity improvement every year by birthing more slaves into his estate.  

Do you hear that?  Jefferson bragged that by enslaving men and women and then having 

babies, they increased his wealth by 4% a year.   

 

Now, I try to imagine an African American walking up to those doors.  Seeing Thomas Jefferson, 

a famous man, idolized by many Americans, known to own slaves and raping his female slave, 

Sally Hemmings.  Increasing his wealth with her children by him, which he refused to 

acknowledge or grant their freedom.  I try to imagine an African American walking up to those 

doors and seeing Channing bending down offering a hand to a poor, barefoot slave.  How angry 



I would feel.  How patronized and insulted.  That slave was put down into slavery by the white 

man.  How dare we feel grand that Channing is bending down over that slave.  That image 

would infuriate me more than even seeing Jefferson’s face.  I can only imagine. I am not an 

African American, but I can’t believe they would feel welcomed by those images on our front 

door! Some have expressed their feelings to me. 

 

I do know the anger and hurt I feel seeing these white men idolized on our front door.  I don’t 

feel proud of our country.  I don’t feel good about the way women have been and still are being 

demeaned and discriminated against.   Don’t get me wrong, I love men.  I know there are many 

good men “out there” and in here, in our congregation.  White male patriarchy and white 

supremacy are systems, and these systems hurt people-specifically women like me and other 

marginalized groups, like African Americans.   

 

So, we voted, and I was glad that the doors were going to be removed, but now, they will have 

a prominent spot in our social hall.  For me, it will be like having your abuser sitting in your 

living room all the time.  I’ll deal with that and I hope it spurs us to have conversations about 

those images – all of us, getting to know those figures better – the good, the bad and the ugly 

about them.  What I wish for is that any of you out there that love the doors, or love Jefferson 

or Channing, or just feel ambivalent about the whole thing, will open your heart, open your ears 

and hear my pain and my issues with those images.  I hope African Americans will feel brave 

enough and safe enough to share their feelings about those images.  I hope we can have many 

conversations about those doors and in doing so, develop a bigger view, a more inclusive view 

of our country’s history, our denomination’s history and our church’s history.  Maybe I’ll find a 

way to appreciate the good things those flawed, privileged white men did for us. I hope we 

build a more connected community where we cherish our relationships and each other’s 

feelings more than we cherish our history, our past, or wood and artistic images.  May we move 

forward to a broader view and a more compassionate and inclusive future together.   

 

Rev. Roberta: So, what’s next? Although it seems complex it is really very simple. Tell the whole 

story. That can be done if you will all agree to affirm that there are no longer sides to take. You 

all own the whole story. You all own the Parks doors. You all own the history of this 

congregation. You all own the decisions to move them. And you all own the next step. Telling 

the whole story means listening as much as you talk. It means making very, very sure that 

voices that have not yet been heard are not just heard but centered in the conversation. It 

means remembering your covenant and calling each other back into covenant when you lapse. 

Put aside the partisan language and join your voices in a shared narrative. Tell the whole story, 

not just your part. Listen to the whole story, not just your part. And make sure that throughout, 

you are attuned to the music of right relationship. 

 


