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“It will be okay. I promise. Just when you think that you can’t stand it one more minute 

something will change.” The best parenting advice I ever received.  My love for my baby 

daughter was permanent. My patience, well that was definitely transient. Thankfully my friend 

was right. Just when I thought I could not stand one more sleepless night, my daughter slept.  

I know, the sermon abstract for this morning said that it would be about applying the 

message of Theodore Parker’s landmark sermon, “A Discourse on the Transient and the 

Permanent in Christianity” to our contemporary lives. What in the world does parenting advice 

about getting infants to sleep through the night have to do with that? Stay with me. We’ll get 

there.  

Let me explain how we are going to navigate our way through this sermon today. I will 

start by bringing us back to the year 1841, the year that Parker’s sermon was written. We will 

explore a bit about what was happening at that time and who Theodore Parker was. Diving into 

his sermon, “The Transient and the Permanent” we will discuss its primary messages, the 

responses that it elicited, and how those responses impacted the evolution of our Unitarian 

Universalist faith. Grounded in that context we will consider the meaning of all of this on our 

lives today.  

The year is 1841. Slavery is commonplace in the south. The growth of our economy 

depends on it. The abolitionist movement is in its formative years. Ministers including Unitarian 

and Universalist ministers are not preaching on this issue yet. Even nine years from now in 

1850, Unitarian ministers are not willing to oppose the Fugitive Slave Act. Some even talk from 

the pulpit about the superiority of the Caucasian race.  

 

Theological topics are very much a part of the philosophical and political debates. 

Calvinism and its narrow, punishing beliefs is being questioned. All clergy are male. Olympia 

Brown, the first ordained Universalist minister, will not be ordained for another twenty-two 
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years.  Unitarianism is growing with its primary location in Boston and the surrounding towns. 

Its message of anti-trinitarianism has not yet begun spreading out west. This does not happen 

until after the Civil War, nearly thirty years later with Unitarian ministers like Jenkin Lloyd-Jones 

carrying a more humanist version of Unitarianism.  

Unitarians in 1841 follow the teachings of Jesus and believe him to be divine. Not God, 

but set apart from other humans. They adhere strictly to the New Testament scriptures and 

understand them to be the authoritative word of God.     

Theodore Parker was born into these circumstances in the year 1810. The youngest of 

eleven children, his family was quite poor. Driven by insatiable desire for knowledge, young 

Theodore taught himself. He became a teacher at age the age of sixteen and entered Harvard 

as a sophomore eventually reading and writing twenty different languages. From a young age 

he was deeply religious.  

 

At the time that he delivered this sermon on the transient and permanent he was 

serving a small congregation in West Roxbury, Massachusetts. His personal theology was in a 

state of transition. He had been introduced to biblical criticism which had recently started with 

German theologians and he took to that very quickly. This biblical criticism questioned the 

historical validity as well as the divine revelation of the scriptures. In a few short years Parker 

went from publishing work defending the divine authority of the Hebrew Bible to 

understanding the Bible as being written by normal men. His theology was also evolving into a 

more nature based, affective approach which would later be known as Transcendentalism. A 

movement well known by the likes of Henry David Thoreau, Ralph Waldo Emmerson and 

Margaret Fuller.  

The occasion for his preaching this sermon was the ordination of a younger colleague.  

In it he argued that there is an essential distinction between the transient and the permanent. 
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Transient or what Parker called “religion” was developed by people as their interpretation of 

Christianity.  It includes dogma and creeds and is subject to change with the times. “…nothings 

changes more…than the doctrines taught as Christian and insisted upon as essential…What is 

falsehood in one province passes for truth in another.” 

The permanent on the other hand which Parker termed “pure Christianity” contains 

three truths which will never change. They include; the need for morality, and the love of man 

and God. (Excuse the gender exclusive language. For purposes of this sermon, I am using the 

language that Parker used.)  

Parker sprinkled a few other theological zingers in there too. He made claim that Jesus 

was not divine, but instead was human. “…if you make him (Jesus) a God, much of the 

significance of his character is gone.”  Parker continued, “We have made him an idol, have 

bowed the knee before him…but done not the things which he said.”  

Parker also disavowed the divine authority of the Bible and pronounced instead that for 

the most part the Bible came from the minds of ordinary people.   

 Referring to the authors of the Hebrew Bible, he wrote, “…their authors, wise as they 

sometimes were..were by no means infallible…” Parker’s opinions of the writers of the New 

Testament were similar “Would not those modest writers themselves be confounded at the 

idolatry we pay them?”  

These latter professions of faith resulted in an uproar from Christian clergy including his 

Unitarian colleagues. For though Unitarians did not believe in the trinity; therefore Jesus was 

not God, they did still believe him to be divine or above other mortals. Likewise for Unitarians 

the Bible was authoritative in nature and the word of God. Parker had gone too far!  

With one exception he was never again invited to exchange pulpits with any Unitarian 

minister. Though his congregation stood by him, there was long and considerable debate 

whether to throw him out of the American Unitarian Association.  

This sermon was delivered when Parker’s primary interest was theology. A few years 

later he began to work as an ardent social activist. He was immensely involved in the 

abolishment movement as well as working for the rights of women, ending poverty in cities, 

and reforming the criminal justice system. All of this driven by the application of his deep faith 

and his belief that one must act morally and love man and God.  

Now what does all this mean for our lives today? 
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Parker's influence was immense and long lasting. His quote, part of which we read as 

our chalice lighting this morning, is often associated with Dr. Martin Luther King who was 

deeply influenced by Parker.  “I do not pretend to understand the moral universe; the arc is a 

long one, my eye reaches but little ways; I cannot calculate the curve and complete the figure 

by the experience of sight, I can divine it by conscience. And from what I see I am sure it bends 

towards justice.”    

His hopes for our church guide our feet and our minds to this day. “A religion which, like 

sunshine goes everywhere. Its temple, all space. Its shrine, the good heart. Its creed, all truth.  

Its ritual, works of love.” The impact of his sermon laid the groundwork for much of what we 

hold dear about Unitarian Universalism. Freedom of the pulpit, a free and responsible search 

for truth and meaning, drawing wisdom from all world religions, humanism and great teachers. 

Acceptance of all people irrespective of their theological beliefs. We owe a great debt of thanks 

to Theodore Parker.  

The pressing question comes when we consider those things that Parker deemed to be 

permanent. You will find no dissenters here with respect to the need for morality or love of our 

fellow humans. The issues that we face today be they Black Lives Matter, economic or 

environmental justice are a direct result of people not upholding morality as a permanent 

obligation. 

We know that it is impossible to experience lasting happiness without loving and caring 

for others. The dominant messages in our society today tell us differently. They say that we 

need to look out for number one, that possession of land and belongings is a human right 

regardless of the impact on others. The media, marketplace and ethos of American culture is 

grounded in competition, greed, and self seeking. This is wrong. The disastrous results of such 

lies are global, local and personal.  
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This brings us to the third and final thing that Parker calls permanent. Love of God. I 

have come down on the side of agreeing with Parker and believe that it does hold true today. 

My disclaimer however is that language itself is transient.  

So let's think about the essence of what Parker was saying when he speaks of the love of 

God. Most of us here have rejected the transient images of God. That God is human, male, 

punishing and controlling our lives. These things we don't believe. But do we not rely on 

something beyond ourselves?  

Theologian Howard Thurman refers to this something in his poem “The Growing Edge”.  

He wrote, “Such is the growing edge! It is the extra breathe from the exhausted lung, the one 

more thing to try when all else has failed, the upward reach of life when weariness closes in 

upon all endeavor. This is the basis of hope in moments of despair, the incentive to carry on 

when times are out of joint and men have lost their reason, the source of confidence when 

world’s crash and dreams whiten into ash. Look well to the growing edge!”  

This brings me back to the story I shared at the beginning of this sermon about babies 

not sleeping through the night. “Just when you think that you cannot take it one more minute, 

something will change.” Every time I think that my envelope has reached its limit, be it energy, 

patience or hope. Every time I think that I've come to the end of my rope, it grows just a little 

bit longer. It doesn't always seem that way and often I don't realize it until much later.  

What is that? The extra breathe from the exhausted lung? Parker calls it God. But that is 

just language.  

Do you call it science, reason, conscience? Good. 

Mystery, emotion, breathe of life? Yes. 

Human nature, empathy, compassion? Go there too.  

It's all of that and more. But whatever we call it, we need it as much as we need 

morality and love for others.  

It is as Unitarian minister Tom Shade says, “A power that is creative, sustaining and 

transforming. It is at work in our hands when we work for justice. We didn't put it there. But it 

is there. You can trust it.” Tom says. We must trust it. However you connect with that power, 

go there. Make it your spiritual practice. Strengthen that connection.  

For when we live a life based on the permanent; morality, love for our fellow humans, 

and love of that which is beyond ourselves, whatever we call it, we stand a chance of truly 

creating a just society. 

Amen and Blessed Be  
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