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We, the member congregations of the Unitarian Universalist Association, affirm 
and promote the right of conscience and the use of the democratic process 
within our congregations and in society at large. 
 
It’s an election year. A big one. And next Sunday we’re going to hear from our 
UU the Vote Team and a number of voices from within our congregation to help 
us think about how critical it will be for all of us to participate in our civic 
democracy this year. And they will introduce us to ways that we can act 
together to make a real difference. 
 
Today, though, as we anticipate tonight’s annual congregational meeting, 
we’re thinking not about the “society at large”, but about our commitment 
here to “the right of conscience and the use of the democratic process within 
our congregation”. 
 
Friends and guests and visitors of UUCC have access to all our programs and 
ministries and activities. But the one tangible benefit—and responsibility—of 
formal membership (for those who have “signed the book”) is a vote… a vote in 
the large-scale decision-making of the congregation. 
 
A vote about what the bylaws say, since we look to those for the most basic 
guidelines about how we function.  
 
A vote about how we will budget our operating funds, since our budget is an 
expression of our values.  
 
A vote about who will serve as clergy or on the Board of Trustees, with whom we 
trust the strategy and visioning of the congregation throughout the year.  



 
 
And sometimes, like this year, a vote on resolutions about our collective 
commitment to matters of justice. 
 
Many of you know that there has been a thread of conflict running through the 
life of this congregation that has been especially evident during the past twelve 
months, although it goes back further than that. And tonight’s annual 
congregational meeting will, to some extent, be a statement on that conflict, 
as the voting members consider whether to pass a resolution that expresses a 
commitment to building a diverse, multicultural, Beloved Community that 
dismantles racism and other oppressions. (As Carla said earlier, please read the 
resolution before tonight, if you haven’t already. It is not a vote about whether 
to adopt the 8th principle, although it was inspired by the proposed 8th principle 
of Unitarian Universalism.) 
 
Over the past few weeks, the Board of Trustees and I have said a lot about the 
specifics of that resolution, which they wrote and I endorse. So I’m not going to 
say more about that right now.  
 
Rather, as you approach tonight’s business meeting—and prepare to engage 
in discussion, and then cast votes, and then move forward with the outcome of 
those votes—I encourage you to remember that democracy is one of our 
theological principles, and that to participate in a democracy can be a 
spiritual practice. 
 
That fifth principle of Unitarian Universalism expresses a fundamental 
perspective on where and how and to whom divine insight and revelation and 
wisdom come about. In its affirmation of both the right of conscience and the 
democratic process, this principle reminds us that the two are intricately 
connected. The individual’s right of conscience is protected AND that individual 
is responsible to a larger community.  
 



 
In my favorite essay about the fifth principle1, the Rev. Parisa Parsa reminds us 
that, “It’s the right of conscience, not the right of ego, that we preserve in our 
fifth Principle.” The visionary Unitarian minister A. Powell Davies defined 
conscience as “the sight of the soul”—“the soul being that innermost part of 
each person that yearns to move toward greater insight and wholeness.” Not 
something directed by a God outside of us, but “the emanation of a God 
dwelling deeply within us.” (77) 
 
And, Rev. Parsa says, 
 

In our religious lives, the democratic process requires trust in the 
development of each individual conscience—a belief that such 
development is possible for each of us, as well as a commitment to cultivate 
our own conscience. We could call it a commitment to the value of each 
person. In the words of Theodore Parker, “Democracy means not ‘I am as 
good as you are,’ but ‘You are as good as I am.’” My connection to the 
sacred is only as precious as my willingness to acknowledge the same 
connection in others. (77) 

 
“My connection to the sacred is only as precious as my willingness to 
acknowledge the same connection in others.” … “Democracy means not ‘I am 
as good as you are,’ but ‘You are as good as I am.’” 
 
And if your response to that admonition is to think to yourself, “Right. That’s why 
they should listen to me,” then you’ve probably missed the point. 
 
Because the democratic process asks you to turn toward your neighbor and 
say, with integrity, “You are as good as I am.”  
 
And then to listen to them as if you believe it. 
 

                                                
1 Brandenburg, Ellen, ed. Seven Principles in Word and Worship. Boston: Skinner House, 2007. 



 
And this charge – to look at one another, even in disagreement, and to say with 
integrity, “You are as good as I am,” is especially challenging when we are, or 
perceive ourselves to be, on opposite sides of a debate.  
 
Rev. Parsa suggests that, 
   

Religiously, our commitment to the democratic process asks us to bring our 
piece of revelation, our knowledge of grace, into relationship with others in 
the place where God dwells in them.  
 What I have learned from [other people in such relationships] has been no 
less than my own conversion experience...  
 ... each disagreement, when it is genuinely born of the free exercise of 
conscience, is a gift: an opportunity to know God’s truth for us in a new way. 
(79-81)  

 
In some ways, this morning’s message is a little late. We have been engaging in 
the democratic process throughout this year, and tonight’s votes will be, in 
large part, the culmination of that process. There will be time for some 
discussion—some in-the-moment acknowledgement of one another’s pieces of 
revelation—but most of the process has happened already in group listening 
sessions and workshops and written communications. We have been bringing 
our pieces of revelation into relationship with others’ all year long. That is why 
there is a resolution on your ballot tonight that does not look like what was 
originally stated months ago.   
 
And I know that many of you—especially you who have been engaged in this 
democratic process all along—have already made up your minds about how 
you will vote on all of tonight’s business. No further discussion will sway you.  
 
Still, I encourage all of you to consider how even a business meeting is an 
opportunity to know truth – divine truth – in a new way.  
 
How might we experience the meeting more deeply, more meaningfully, if 
each of us brings a deliberately open mind and heart to the experience? If we 
choose to look at those around us and ask, what might I learn? What if we 



 
come to congregational meetings with “[our] piece of revelation, [our] 
knowledge of grace” and offer it “into relationship with others in the place 
where [the divine] dwells in them”? What if we genuinely listen and hear and 
accept what arises from that relationship’s conversation?  
 
And once the votes have been cast, will we accept the results of the majority 
as a sacred statement that has arisen from our collective wisdom?  
 
Because that, too, is an element of the democratic process. After our individual 
perspectives have been expressed, a vote is taken and the will of the majority is 
determined. And once a decision is made, the collective moves forward with 
that mandate in good faith. 
 
The Rev. Sean Neil-Barron writes that “each day your church is born”.  
 

No matter how it happened, your [congregation] was born. A gathering of 
people—humble, caring, anxious and quirky all at the same time—who 
covenanted to be with one another on the journey of life, death and 
everything in-between— … Beautifully imperfect, called to that central 
task—that human task—of connecting, loving, and serving. 

 
Each day your [congregation] is born. 

 
Today, tonight, and every day we are birthing something anew. In that effort, 
let us demand the best of ourselves, insisting not “I am as good as you are”, but 
rather “you are as good as I am”.  
 
And let us do – and be – good together. Amen.  


