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False Dichotomy – spirituality vs. social justice 
The Rev. Paige Getty 
Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Columbia 
Sunday, March 25, 2018 
 
 
SOUNDING THE BELL & CALL TO WORSHIP  (Paige) 
 
If this is your first time here, or your two-thousand-first… 
If you are angry, exhilarated, afraid, exhausted, proud, grief-stricken, lonely, happy, weary, or 

with energy enough to share…  
If yesterday you marched near or far or not at all… 
You are welcome here in this extraordinarily imperfect community of persons who need one 

another in our joy, in our sorrow, in our confidence, in our questioning, in our bewilderment 
and curiosity in the face of life’s mysteries.  

In one another and in our gathering today, may we catch glimpses of the holy and emerge 
renewed for the week’s work. 

Let us now worship. 
 
INTROIT Love is the Spirit of this Church Blake / Benjamin 
 
CHALICE LIGHTING Jen Raffensperger 
 

My Lord God, 
I have no idea where I am going 
I do not see the road ahead of me. 
I cannot know for certain where it will end. 
 
Nor do I really know myself, 
And the fact that I think I am following 
your will does not mean that I am 
actually doing so. 
 
But I believe that the desire to please 
you does in fact please you. 
 

~ Thomas Merton, in Thoughts in Solitude, Abbey of Gesthsemani (excerpt) 
 
HYMN #1014  Answering the Call of Love 
 
One of the things that I love about Unitarian Universalism is our willingness to change things 
when we realize there’s a way to do them better. We see this willingness to change in how we 
worship, how we express our theology, how we act for justice in the world … and we definitely 
see it in our hymnody.  
 
Jason Shelton, the composer of the hymn that we’re getting ready to sing, has officially 
changed the title and the repeated lyric of that hymn – it is now Answering the Call of Love. 
He has offered a lengthy and thoughtful explanation – the basic reason is because of the 
ways that persons who can’t physically stand have felt excluded by the original lyric over the 
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years. So today, we will sing Answering the Call of Love… and I think it will feel even more 
powerful and appropriate at this moment in time. 
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PULPIT EDITORIAL: Our Immigration Work Jim Caldiero 
 
Thomas Paine wrote in The Crisis in 1776, "These are times that try men's souls," an observation 
true then as it is today. He also wrote that same year in Common Sense, "This new world hath 
been the asylum for the persecuted lovers of civil and religious liberty from every part of 
Europe. Hither have they fled, not from the tender embraces of the mother, but from the 
cruelty of the monster...and the same tyranny which drove the first emigrants from home 
pursues their descendants still."  
 
"The same tyranny...pursues their descendants still." Not only from Europe, but from El Salvador, 
Guatemala, Haiti, Mexico, Syria. They seek refuge from violence, they seek the hope of a 
safer, more prosperous life for themselves and their descendants still..  
 
Yet some in our nation of immigrants seek to close our borders, to pursue a new tyranny of 
intolerance and fear.  
 
Our faith has called us to respond. Last year, we declared UUCC to be a sanctuary support 
congregation, helping settle an immigrant family through an interfaith coalition, advocating 
for DACA, demonstrating with PATH at the Baltimore Customs House against ICE practices, 
accompanying immigrants to hearings. This year, continuing our mission, we have become the 
lead congregation in the newly-established Immigration Task Force of the UU Legislative 
Ministry of Maryland. In this role, we will coordinate the advocacy activities of Maryland's UU 
congregations seeking passage of immigrant-friendly bills in the Maryland General Assembly.  
 
You have helped, signing postcards, contacting your legislators when called upon via our LINK 
articles. Watch for more. If you want to become more involved, please contact me or Tammy 
Spengler.  
 
"May we have the strength and courage to confront the prejudice and intolerance of those 
who are fearful." (Jessica Vazquez Torres, A Prayer for Immigrants). Blessed be. 
 
SERMON – False Dichotomy?   Rev. Paige Getty 
 
Hundreds of thousands of people gathered yesterday in Washington, DC, and in cities around 
the country – remembering the thousands of victims of gun violence in our country, calling for 
more reasonable gun laws, resisting the threat of authoritarian power, urging lawmakers to 
cultivate stronger political will on behalf of the least powerful among us.  
 
Hundreds of residents of Sacramento, California, have taken to the streets to express outrage 
over the death of Stephon Clark, a Black man who was unarmed, and yet the police officers 
who suspected him of criminal activity shot at him 20 times, ultimately killing him.  
 
Maryland residents travel to Annapolis weekly during the legislative session to encourage our 
lawmakers to pass legislation that is more hospitable to immigrants, that doesn’t favor 
corporate interests, that secures civil rights for transgender persons, that slows the deterioration 
of our waterways and promotes a healthier environment. 
 
UUCC members volunteer their time to feed and visit and clothe and house strangers who are 
homeless, hungry, and otherwise lacking the resources to help themselves.  
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Columbia residents stand on a busy street corner for one hour once a month declaring to all 
who pass by that Black Lives Matter and that White Supremacy Kills and that law enforcement 
officers ought to be held accountable for their abuses of power and their dangerous biases 
against persons of color. 
 
Members of UUCC and other Howard County congregations that are members of PATH are 
organizing a Get Out the Vote effort this election year. 
 
Are these activities religious activities? Are they spiritual?  
 
Each of you has your own answer, and those answers vary. And our various answers do, at 
times, cause tension among us – between those who feel that our internal spiritual needs and 
our compulsion to act in the world are things to be understood separately… and those who 
believe they are integrated with one another, inseparable, in fact. At the extremes of this 
dichotomy are [on one end] the argument that a religious organization should never involve 
itself in legislation, politics, social action … and [on the other end] the argument that not only is 
religion entirely meaningless if we’re not actively engaged in those things, but there are very 
specific political stances one must take in order to be on the right side of history.  
 
It’s a tension that probably exists in all religious communities – and it certainly exists here.  
 
We hear it during budget time, when we’re trying to decide how to allocate funds for staffing 
and programming. (Why does the Social Action Council get such a small percentage of 
funds? Why does the Social Action Council get so much money?) 
 
We hear it as commentary about the content of worship services. (You’re not taking strong 
enough stances on the issue about which I’m most passionate. You’re being too political, not 
feeding my spirit enough.)  
 
Sometimes it comes in the form of praise –  
• How meaningful it is to be part of a congregation that is so active and engaged in the 

community, standing up for values in the public square, encouraging legislators to enact 
particular laws; 

• How appreciative we are to be able to gather with, and find comfort among like-minded 
companions; 

• I love how worship challenges me to do something! 
• I love how I can come to worship and just escape from the world and find respite for a 

while! 
• I’m so glad to have found a congregation that cares for my family and me. 
• I’m so glad to have found a congregation that demands something of me. 
 
Sometimes it comes in the form of criticism – 
• I wish this congregation wasn’t so demanding and judgmental of me. 
• We think too much about ourselves and not enough about others;  
• What a waste of time to stand on street corners, hold vigils, march at rallies, give handouts 

to hungry folks;  
• It’s inappropriate to involve ourselves institutionally in matters of legislation;  
• Prayer, ritual, silence, meditation – so meaningless.  
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This variety of seemingly contradictory perspectives leads me to consider a larger question 
that we revisit occasionally here in worship, and is almost always a subtext of congregational 
decision-making: What is the purpose of religion? …of religious community? 
 
Many of us – certainly not all, but many – have experienced a version of religion that said, 
essentially, this institution exists to tell you what to believe and how to behave… And if you 
don’t behave as we say, then we’re here to tell you you’re doomed to an immoral earthly 
existence and an eternity in the fires of hell.  
 
But this is not our answer as Unitarian Universalists. Sometimes we behave as if it is – as if there is 
a very particular way of expressing Unitarian Universalism in our lives that is the Right Way – but 
that attitude is usually misguided, unnecessarily excluding other very legitimate ways of living 
one’s faith. 
 
I do not claim to have a single answer that meets everyone’s needs. Not all persons, for sure. 
Not all Unitarian Universalists. Not even every committed member of this congregation, all the 
time. But that’s the beauty of our covenantal, democratic approach to religious expression – 
we keep revisiting these questions.  
 
And in new and different ways, we keep affirming that if each of us – and all of us collectively 
– keep turning toward our covenants (our congregational covenant, and the covenant of 
Unitarian Universalism), asking what they mean, striving to be true to them, … then we are 
being true to Unitarian Universalism. Even though it may look different in each of our 
expressions, we are being true to the call of this faith that says we’re here to create Heaven on 
Earth. 
 
I did not go to the March for Our Lives yesterday, but I am so glad that some of you did. It is an 
act of Unitarian Universalist faith for you to do so. 
 
I do not observe the holy rituals of the Christian season of Lent or the Passover celebration of 
Passover, but I know that some of you do. It is an act of Unitarian Universalist faith for you to do 
so. 
 
I do not have a regular personal meditation practice, but I know that many of you do. It is an 
act of Unitarian Universalist faith. 
 
Many of you do not find meaning in the monthly Black Lives Matter vigils, but I do. It is an act 
of Unitarian Universalist faith for me. 
 
There are many ways to express our faith. 
 
Recently, our congregation’s Board of Trustees, with the Executive Team also at the table, has 
been doing some strategic thinking – articulating more explicitly what their job is as the 
elected leadership of the congregation, what our priorities and concrete goals should be, etc. 
As part of a recent conversation – in which we were wrestling with how specific to be, when 
there’s so much diversity of needs and beliefs and priorities among us as individuals – we were 
encouraged to consider that we could name as a part of our strategic purpose that we are to 
cultivate the conditions in which [certain things] can grow / flourish / emerge.  
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That resonated with many of us. We sat with it a while. And I’ve been thinking about it ever 
since then – that it seems an appropriate phrase for describing what the congregation as a 
whole is here to do – to cultivate the conditions from which justice and peace and 
compassion and understanding and well-being can best emerge.  
 
Justice and peace and compassion and understanding and well-being for me as an 
individual. 
 
Justice and peace and compassion and understanding and well-being for us as a community. 
 
Justice and peace and compassion and understanding and well-being for our world.  
 
Robin and Jen asked the children to vote on whether it’s better to do good or be good? 
 
I prefer both / and instead of either / or.  
 
As a religious institution, we do cultivate personal morality, spirituality, well-being.  
 
And we cultivate that well-begin for something. 
 
Unitarian Universalism reminds us that we are not lone individuals in this world, but rather that 
we are all connected, interdependent with one another and with all of life… that with our 
actions we have the power to create Heaven or Hell right here on earth. And with that power 
comes great responsibility. 
 
We do not serve ourselves alone. 
 
But we cannot serve others if we are not well. 
 
We must be good in order to do good.  
 
And doing good often helps us to be good. 
 
Both. And. 
 
It’s a choice, the Rev. Dr. Rebecca Parker would say, to either bless or curse the world. May 
we always choose to be a blessing … in our doing. 
 
(Amen.) 
 
 
BENEDICTION  (Jen R.) 
 
Audre Lorde –  
“Social protest is to say that we do not have to live this way. If we feel deeply, as we 
encourage ourselves and others to feel deeply, we will, within that feeling, once we recognize 
we can feel deeply, we can love deeply, we can feel joy, then we will demand that all parts 
of our lives produce that kind of joy. And when they do not, we will ask, "Why don't they?" And 
it is the asking that will lead us inevitably toward change.” 


