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“Show Me Your Faith and I By My Works Will Show You Mine” 
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February 5, 2012 

 

Olympia Brown’s words were used as a responsive reading during which the 

congregation was invited to rise. 

 

Stand by this faith.  Work for it and sacrifice for it.  There is nothing in all the world so  

important as to be loyal to this faith which has placed before us the loftiest ideals, which 

has comforted us in sorrow, strengthened us for noble duty and made the world 

beautiful.  Do not demand immediate results by rejoice that we are worthy to be trusted 

with this great message, that you are strong enough to work for a great true principle 

without counting the cost.  Go on finding ever new applications of these truths and new 

enjoyments in their contemplation, always trusting in the one God which ever lives and 

loves.   

 

 

How did that feel to you?  How did it feel to stand and say out loud, “There is nothing in 

all the world so important as to be loyal to this faith which has placed before us the 

loftiest ideals.”  etc. etc. etc. 

In some ways, we’re pretty low key, we Unitarian Universalists.  We don’t go around 

saying that “there is nothing in all the world so important as to be loyal to this faith which 

has placed before us the loftiest ideals.”  That seems a bit … much.  Olympia Brown 

said it, sure.  In the 19th century, when you’re the first woman in the United States to 

attend seminary and then be ordained, and if you’ve been ridiculed for your political 

beliefs as well as for your faith for your entire life, it’s easy to say that “there is nothing in 

all the world so important as to be loyal to this faith” out loud.  You may even write it 

down and then 100 years later a congregation in New London, CT – just up the road 

from the church you served in Bridgeport, in fact – rises during a worship service to 

speak the words you wrote with such passion.    

But 100 years later perhaps it seems a little intemperate?  Maybe we feel a little 

embarrassed by the fervor and commitment held by our forbears. 

But sadly, maybe they would be a little embarrassed by us. Laid back & floating along, 

us.  Carrying little red cards in our wallets to help us remember our religious values.  I 

want Olympia Brown to be proud of us.  William Ellery Channing to be proud.  A. Powell 
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Davies.  Sophia Lyon Fahs. James Luther Adams.  I want them to be proud of our deep 

commitment to our faith.  Our deep understanding its transformative power.   

We have been thinking and writing and reading about growth.  Our vision statement 

articulates a commitment to grow Unitarian Universalism in southeastern CT - to share 

our life-saving faith with seekers who would benefit in the way that so many of us have 

experienced through this faith tradition.  That’s exciting and important but it’s equally 

important to hold close to the other kind of growth to which we commit in our mission:  

lifelong spiritual development.   Lifelong!  We commit to nourishing hunger for a deep 

sense of meaning in our lives.  To integrate the work and life of our hearts, souls and 

minds within the context of this faith tradition.  So, let’s help that along this morning.   

To what are we actually committing?  What are the lofty ideals that make up the faith of 

a liberal religionist?  For that matter, what exactly is faith?  May I suggest that we let go 

of “exactly.”  “Exactly” isn’t useful in the course of the liberal religious theological tussle.  

Remember when we talked about Grace we talked about its music. Let’s do the same in 

considering Faith.  In fact, let’s refer to the hymn because faith is as the lyric says.  It is 

a beacon bright and clear and that is set free from fear.  It is prophetic voice that 

demands a deeper justice.  Faith is “When we live with deep assurance of the flame that 

burns within.  Then our promise finds fulfillment and our future can begin.”   (“Fire of 

Commitment” by Jason Shelton) 

That’s our working definition. Faith is a deep assurance.  And the fire of commitment 

with which Olympia Brown lived and Jason Shelton composed 100 years later, is there 

for the claiming.  Right here in Unity Hall.  Today.  Sing out, Friends!   

While it is true that this time is different, there are things that are permanent in human 

nature and in turn, in our faith.  James Luther Adams, the 20th century Unitarian 

Universalist theologian, talks of the Five Smooth Stones of Liberal Religion.  These 

would be true for Olympia Brown just as sure as these touchstones are true for us 

today.  Many preachers take five Sundays to contemplate these qualities of our faith.  

Here they are in five sentences.   

 "Religious liberalism depends on the principle that 'revelation' is continuous."  
 "All relations between persons ought ideally to rest on mutual, free consent and 

not on coercion."  
 "Religious liberalism affirms the moral obligation to direct one's effort toward the 

establishment of a just and loving community. It is this which makes the role of 
the prophet central and indispensable in liberalism."  

 "... [W]e deny the immaculate conception of virtue and affirm the necessity of 
social incarnation."  

 "[L]iberalism holds that the resources (divine and human) that are available for 
the achievement of meaningful change justify an attitude of ultimate optimism."  
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Jaye Starr preached from this pulpit last Sunday.  She was raised Unitarian Universalist 

and converted to Islam and I daresay that she knows a few things more about faith now 

than she once had known.  And I daresay that she learned those things from Islam.   

Muslims know from their faith.  They’re clear about what it means to be a Muslim 

despite the fact that Muslims are wildly diverse and may live out their faith in any 

number of ways.  But there is a core to their belief and they know that core and are not 

ashamed to name it.     

Last week when Jaye asked us to recite our seven principles together there was some 

stumbling around before we named them all. Jaye encouraged us to commit these 

principles to memory.  I would suggest we become acquainted with the Five Smooth 

Stones of Liberal Religion as well.   

Actually, I suggest that we re-commit to our mission to nourish life-long spiritual 

development grounded in an understanding of what it means to be a person of liberal 

religious faith.    

In her sermon last week, Jaye said that she hoped that she wasn’t ruining it for anyone 

who thinks that being a Unitarian Universalist is easy.   It’s not – nor should it be – easy 

to be a faithful person.  For one, you have to kind all the time.  You have to be 

compassionate all the time.  I’m not saying you have to be a doormat.  You know what 

I’m saying.  And let’s admit, sometimes it would be easier to blow a gasket.  Easier just 

for a moment though.  Then you feel the presence of the Souls with whom you worship 

and share a UU identity rise up inside of you.  You feel the easy way out looming in 

front of you.  You can see it.  You can smell it. But then you pause … just as we are 

going to do right now.  

Everyone take a look at the person on either side of you.   What would that person do in 

the tough situation in which you find yourself?  In the heat of the moment, how would 

you like to be known to this person and this congregation that holds you and everyone 

with love – regardless of our individual flaws and shortcomings?     

For, the choice that you make:  whether you open your heart or shut it down, is a 

reflection of who you are as a Unitarian Universalist.   

Show me your faith and I by my works will show you mine.   

Here’s a story for you … 

The exhibit hall at General Assembly is like a Unitarian Universalist carnival.  There are 

booths set up for every just cause imaginable and it is also a bit of a marketplace.  You 

need time to work your way through the hall.  There is a lot to take in.  I am walking 

through this carnival taking a lot in.  But there is a tee-shirt that catches my eye and my 
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eye is caught because I can sniff out a story like a dog can sniff out a bone.  I ask, 

“What’s the story behind the shirt?”    

A young woman moves to the Deep South with her young family.   She is trying to get 

her bearings, make friends, and settle in.  She is frequently asked, “Where are you 

worshipping?”  This is new to her and she quickly figures out that where one worships is 

important to her new neighbors.  One day while picking her children up from preschool, 

she is asked again and this time, she has done some homework.  She replies that she’s 

going to take a look at the Unitarian Universalist church.  The reply comes with some 

heat, “The Unitarian Universalists?  All they do is good deeds for other people!!”  Well, 

that young mother beat a path to what she knew would be her faith home.  And after 

she got there, that congregation made a tee-shirt that said, “The Unitarian 

Universalists?  All they do is good deeds for other people!!”    

Show me your faith and I by my works will show you mine. 

What is our faith?  What is our deep assurance?  That love is strong as death.  That 

ours is a faith that believes that revelation is ongoing.  That we are responsible for 

making the world a more just place.  That human agency is a central ingredient in our 

efforts.  That we have access to both divine and human resources that justify a 

tenacious hope that a better day is possible.  And that that day is today.  Now.  Always 

now.   

In the words of Olympia Brown:  Rejoice that we are worthy of this great message.  That 

we are strong enough to work for a great true principle without counting the cost.   

For others will know that we are Unitarian Universalists by our works.  By our love.  

Amen.   

 


