Singing Our Principles — Dennis Perkins
11/30/25

Opening Words

Good morning. As you know when a service falls on the fifth Sunday in a month it tends to be slightly
different from our regular sanctuary services. This morning will be a sort of pulmonary workout for
our congregation. We’ve already begun by singing our Prelude, Gather the Spirit.

Before each of the hymns | will read some brief thoughts on each of our UU Principles, then we will
rise as we are able and together sing a hymn which itself captures the meaning of that principle.

What do all of the following titles have in common? The Marseillaise, The Colonel Bogey March, Over
There, We Shall Overcome, Onward Christian Soldiers, “When the Lights go on Again (All over the
World)”, Don’t Fence Me In, This Land is Your Land.

All of these songs call up courage --even against long odds, determination to see it through and to
endure, the satisfaction of taking on a tough assignment and completing it no matter the cost, the
sense that we are not alone in this endeavor and that some fundamental principles of right thinking,
right effort and right purpose will see us through no matter how difficult the present or murky the
future.

Unlike other established faiths whose certitude resides in the past, we UU’s are continually pioneers
of faith, forging a path into the future following a few principles of right thinking, right effort and right
purpose. Like millions before us, this morning we will sing songs that enliven these principles and
gives us the power to keep moving on. Let’s begin with our first principle.

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

Have you ever had the experience of talking with somebody and felt as though they could see you to
the very depth of your being?

These principles ask a lot of us. This one asks each of us to become that person who can see his
neighbor, really see the person in front of him, and love her as much we love ourselves—because we
really see her.

Let me tell you a story. As in a lot of stories the facts are made up but the meaning is true.

Thousands of years ago the subcontinent we call India was made up of dozens of small kingdoms. In
one these kingdoms in the very north of India there was a parade where the king was being carried
down the center of the royal city. On either side of the street all the king’s subjects were kneeling
with the foreheads on the ground in deference to the king. All that is except for one. A stranger from
beyond the northern border stood straight as the king was carried past. On the stranger’s face was a
look neither of defiance nor of fear, but of peacefulness as his glance met the glare of the king’s eyes.
The king, infuriated, had his soldiers grab the man and that same afternoon the prisoner was brought
to a platform on the public square.



On the platform sat the king and next to him stood the royal executioner. In front of them on his
knees with his hands tied and his head resting on a wooden block was the prisoner. The royal
executioner, holding his long-handled axe, stepped forward and as he raised the axe, the prisoner
turned to look at him and in a soft voice filled with love, the prisoner said “Namaste”. And the
executioner heard in this ancient Sanskrit word something he had never heard before, “I welcome
you. | bow to your glory as a fellow being. | can see you from the moment of your birth, all the loves,
all the losses, the secret hopes and silent failures. | see you.”

The executioner with his weapon raised began to tremble and tears ran down his cheeks. He lowered
his axe, placed it on the platform and then knelt beside the prisoner placing his head too upon the
block.

The king was furious. He jumped up, grabbed the axe with the intention of lopping both of their
heads. Again he too was stopped by a word and a look. “Namaste” said the prisoner and the
executioner as they looked up at the king who in those words heard, “We see you. We see you
beneath the robes and the crown. We see you from the moment you were taken from your friends
and your childhood and molded into someone you hate, imprisoned in the role of someone you
aren’t”

The king dropped the axe and reached down to lift up both prisoner and executioner. No one else
dared to pick up the tool of execution for all of the remaining decades of the king’s reign.

Principle #2: Justice, equity and compassion in human relations;

We are all familiar with statue of Lady Justice, blindfolded with an apothecary scale in her right hand
and a sword in her left. I'll wager that if we removed the blindfold, we would find that the lady is
weeping.

Justice and equity are intellectual terms, legal concepts even, but the emotion of compassion
introduces another concept that has been given a bad rap: shame—which is why the lady weeps for
us, for the world. Shame is a powerful motivator in correcting human misbehavior. Three people who
understood the power of shame brought on by compassion were Jesus, Gandi and Martin Luther King.

When a young woman was about to be stoned by some self-righteous members of her own tribe and
even family for immoral behavior, Jesus said to them, “Let him who is without sin cast the first stone.”
Each of his listeners thought of their own failings and the shame raised by compassion caused them to
drop their rocks.

Ghandi’s call for non-violence in the face of Britain’s miliary suppression of India finally caused the
members of the British parliament to feel shame for their Raj and to bring it to an end in 1947.

Martin Luther King led men and women, white and black, in small armies of peace against the
violence of guns, billy clubs and dogs until those images of injustice flashing on American TV screens
raised enough sense of compassion and shame, first in the public and then in the Congress,to pass the
Voting Rights Act of 1965 and signed by a southern Democrat from Texas.



Principle #3: Acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth in
our congregations.

This a typical UU congregation. There some Christians, likely of the American Universalist persuasion,
some atheists, some others leaning toward Buddhism, still others drawn to the earth wisdoms of the
indigenous people of North America and of the Celts and the first northern Europeans and more still
trying to follow the Tao or the Brahman of the Upanishads. So, we certainly too disverse to call
ourselves a religious congregation in the ordinary sense of the word. And yet, here is one of our
principles asking us to help each other foster something called spiritual growth while accepting that
we come at it from so many different directions.

“Qualitative research is a type of research methodology that focuses on gathering and analyzing non-

numerical data to gain a deeper understanding of human behavior, experiences, and perspectives. “

Triangulation in qualitative research is a method to increase the credibility of research findings. Just
like navigating through foreign terrain, we look for different points to see where we are and where we
should go.

So what do the following religious landmarks have in common as we try to help each other toward a
spiritual destination. What if anything do Yahweh, God, Atman, Anatta, Tao, the principle of
evolution, Sa-win, Mazda, Allah have in common? Can we triangulate using them to find a common
spiritual direction?

The common characteristics of these spiritual forces seem to be that they are Purposeful, Powerful
and Personal. They are purposeful in that they all point toward a greater knowledge of and love and
respect for the universe and all it contains. They are powerful in that since the beginning of
civilization men and women have called upon them to provide support when all else has failed. They
are all personal in that they are known only partially through reason and more deeply through
intuition and compassion.

Let us sing now together for encouragement to find a blessed spirit in our lives.
Principle #4: A free and responsible search for truth and meaning;

Religions gain direction, solace and confidence from their founding documents. In order that the
Torah of the Hebrews, the Bible of Christians, the Muslim Koran , the Upanishads and Bagavadgita of
the Hindus, the Dhammapatta of the Buddhists, the Tao te Ching of the Taoists and the legends of the
earth religions might become even more authoritative they are credited with some form of divine
authorship. (The Book says it. | believe it. That settles it.)

The irony of course is that to be freed of the uncertainties of human existence, the devout have often
surrendered themselves to another imprisonment, one where the walls of the creedal prison are
unassailable by the progress of either science or of society.

Both Unitarianism and Universalism have from their beginnings challenged the authority of these
documents while simultaneously working to glean moral direction supplied by the historical stories of
the world’s religions and religious founders. UU ‘s accept the uncertainty that accompanies freedom
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of belief in return for the certainty that humankind has nothing to fear from the insights of science
nor from the diversity of beliefs that creedal freedom allows.

Principle #5: The right of conscience and the use of the democratic process within our
congregations and in society at large;

Winston Churchill is famous for the following observation about democracy: “Democracy is the worst
form of government except for all those others which have been tried.” What is there about
democracy that would cause Churchill to have delivered such a left-handed compliment?

Democracy is messy. The US House of Representatives, the British House of Commons, the French
Assemblée Nationale, the German Bundestag, all of these and more are centers of democracy in each
of their countries. When a difficult topic is being debated (a difficult topic almost always centers on
someone giving up something of the past and experimenting with something new in the future), in
each of these Houses of democracy, the debate can sound like children fighting with each other in the
back seat on long car ride, oblivious to the fact that eventually everyone)will end up at the same
destination.

Autocracy on the other hand seems so slick, so efficient. No disagreement. The future path has been
chosen: Hitler’s Germany will declare that the Sudetenland had always been German and thus will
annex it. Putin will declare that that Ukraine was always part of Russia and thus will reclaim it.
Another autocrat will declare that “l alone can fix it” and the Gulf of Mexico will by fiat become the
Gulf of America. A Pope will declare that women may not become priests since it has been that way
for two thousand years. Slick. Like it or lump it.

UU’s think otherwise. We like a bit of ritual in our services but we absolutely love experimentation
more. We meet once a year in our sanctuary, just like our earliest political forbears met in their
Congregational churches in New England, to make decisions about how we spend our meagre funds
and about who will lead us. In place of the voice of authority, UU’s believe in the common voice of
conscience that arises from a deliberation in which any member regardless of age, sex, longevity, or
political persuasion may speak her mind. And often the direction of the future taking shape in the
minds of listeners begins to change and take on a new shape when this new voice is heard. This is the
power of democracy: the beautiful intrusion of the unexpected and the moral power of a still small
voice.

This is democracy in its simplest and most powerful form.
Principle #6: The goal of world community with peace, liberty, and justice for all

There is a famous prayer attributed to Lao Tzu, but more probably written by an English writer of the
19t century, that goes as follows:

If there is to be peace in the world,
There must be peace in the nations.

If there is to be peace in the nations,



There must be peace in the cities.

If there is to be peace in the cities,
There must be peace between neighbors.

If there is to be peace between neighbors,
There must be peace in the home.

If there is to be peace in the home,
There must be peace in the heart.

If this world is ever to be governed by democratic peoples around the world and not by dictatorships
of either autocrats or algorithm, then this principle and this quiet prayer are at the very heart of that
hope and journey. Neither you nor | can wave a wand and create a peaceable kingdom for the coming
generations of our loved ones. But we can through personal diligence in learning from and practicing
the tools of change laid out by those wise ones who over the millennia came before us. These we
UU’s call our Sources.

Here is another proverb sometimes credited to the ancient Chinese, other times to the Navajo elders
of a thousand years ago, or still again to a Jewish wise man of the Middle Ages. The fact that many
times and cultures have laid claim to the parentage of this saying speaks highly of its wisdom: “Give a
man a fish and you nourish him for a day. Teach a man to fish and you nourish him for a lifetime.”

Each UU accepts the implication of this saying for our individual responsibility in the search for peace:
“I am the fish | need to catch.”

Over and over each and every day if | am to nourish my own soul and do my part to nourish peace in
the soul of the world, | must dip into the pool where the waters of the universe run into my
consciousness and there | must fish. | am the fish | need to catch. Mine is the soul to which the
greatest hearts of every spiritual quest from every time and land reached out to speak.

The great Ralph Waldo Emerson, one of the strongest voices of American Unitarianism, put it this
way: Each person must find peace within themselves. He elaborated in one of his most famous
lectures:

“We are all inventors, each sailing out on a voyage of discovery, guided each by a private chart, of
which there is no duplicate. The world is all gates, all opportunities.”

Ultimately, the peace that we can offer to the world is the peace of the search, of the voyage, of the
venture into the ocean’s waves beyond the harbor.

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

And now we come full circle from our first principle which tells us that each of us is worthy and
dignified, no matter where we are from, what the color of our skin is, what our language is, what
sexuality we claim for ourselves, or any other distinctions that would be used to mark us out for either



praise or condemnation. We come full circle to find the source of our great commonality, the
assurance that we are part of a great family, larger even than the family of man: we are part of a
universal family.

The wisdom of UU’s 7t Principle is what inspired English poet William Blake in “Auguries of
Innocence” to claim universal kinship:

“To see a world in a grain of sand
And a heaven in a wild flower,

Hold infinity in the palm of your hand
And eternity in an hour”

Earlier than Blake, Apache sages from America’s Southwest held rituals that displayed
e Belief in the unity of all things, where every being and element is interrelated.
e Recognition of the spiritual significance of nature, which reflects the divine.

e Understanding that celestial bodies, such as stars and planets, have a profound impact on
earthly life.

Earlier still than those insights of America’s indigenous people and among the very first written
records of humankind’s self-reflection on its place in the universe, were the Vedas of northern India.
Translator Francis Cook describes the following story from a Veda composed around 2000 BC:

“Far away in the heavenly abode of the great god Indra, there is a wonderful net which has been hung
by some cunning craftsman in such a manner that it stretches out infinitely in all directions. In
accordance with the extravagant tastes of deities, the crafter has hung a single glittering jewel in each
"eye" of the net, and since the net itself is infinite in dimension, the jewels are infinite in number.
There hang the jewels, glittering "like" stars in the first magnitude, a wonderful sight to behold. If we
now arbitrarily select one of these jewels (say, our earth or perhaps each individual sitting here this
morning) if we select one jewel for inspection and look closely at it, we will discover that in its
polished surface there are reflected all the other jewels in the net, infinite in number. Not only that,
but each of the jewels reflected in this one jewel is also reflecting all the other jewels, so that there is
an infinite reflecting process occurring.”Z!

Full circle: we matter as individuals because—and only because—everything else matters. We take
our importance from the meaning reflected upon us and from the compassion we reflect upon all
else. We must care for all if we would care for one—and for ourselves.

Closing Words

Before there were words, there was music. Music to keep our feet moving forward, music to keep the
fire of hope burning, music to lift us up when we had fallen, music to sustain us with the melody of
joy and the anthem of life. “Make a joyful noise” commanded the psalmist King David and by golly
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this morning we did. After the Unison Benediction we’ll rise together and join in singing the Postlude
Hymn 131 Love will Guide Us

So let’s close with these words from Debra Hafner:

We are on a journey.

We didn’t plan it.

We didn’t have time for the bread to rise.
We may find ourselves in the wilderness, hungry, thirsty,
Doubting that we should have ever come.
But look around:

We are not alone.

It is our journey together:

A journey to our better selves,

A journey to a better world,

A journey to a more promised land.



