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“An Tough Faith for Sifting Times:  The Wisdom of James Luther Adams” 

Reading and sermon preached by Reverend Carolyn Patierno 

May 15, 2016 

 

From “A Faith for the Free”  James Luther Adams 1946 

 

We must not believe every “pious” person’s religion to be what they say it 

is.  They may go to church regularly, they may profess some 

denominational affiliation, they may repeat their creed regularly, but they 

may actually give their deepest loyalty to something quite different from 

these things and from what they represent.  Find out what that is and you 

have found their religion.  You will have found their god.  It will be the 

thing they get most excited about, the thing that most deeply concerns 

them.  But speak against it in the pulpit or in the Pullman car, and they 

may forget what they call their religion or their god and rush “religiously” 

to the defense of what really concerns them.  What moves them now is 

more important than their creed or their atheism; it gives meaning and 

direction to their lives, to their struggles, and even to their foibles.   

 

 

Today we are living in a time of sifting.  No mere “return to religion” in the 

conventional sense will give us the vision or the power to match the 

demands.  “Return to religion” as usually understood restores only the 

ashes and not the fires of faith.  In a time when we must determine 

whether we will have “One World or None,” only a costing commitment to 

a tough faith in a commanding, sustaining, transforming power of God will 

even start us on the steep path toward a world in which there will be room 

for people of free faith.  If we can get such a world without a struggle for 

justice, it will, like and unexamined faith, not be worth having.   

 

 

 

 

I hold the flyer with a sense of gratitude and affirmation: “Vote your 

values!”   It came in the mail from the Unitarian Universalist Association.  

The UUA is compelled at this time to remind me of our shared values.  

 

Just two weeks before I had posed the question to several local 

colleagues, “What are we going to do?”  And by “we” I meant the 

Greater New London Clergy Association as well as the larger “we” 
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comprised of local faith communities that fall somewhere along the liberal 

spectrum.   

 

“What are we going to do?” 

 

What are we going to do if the wave of reactionary politics crashes upon 

the shore?   

 

The headline screams:  “Our Democracy Has Never Been So Ripe for 

Tyranny”  (“New York” May 2-15  By Andrew Sullivan) 

 

Clearly, here on the shore we are drenched: for the waves have crashed.   

 

It is 1935.  The great Unitarian theologian, James Luther Adams, is a 

professor at Meadville Lombard our seminary in Chicago.  He has a high 

regard for the great liberal theologians and theologies emerging from 

Germany at the time and so he goes there to learn more. Because it 

bears repeating:  it is 1935.   The storm clouds are visible.  Adams is well 

aware.  Of this experience he said,  

 

“… in Nazi Germany I soon came to the question, ‘What is it in my 

preaching and my political action that would stop this?’ . . . It is a liberal 

attitude to say that we keep ourselves informed and read the best papers 

on these matters, and perhaps join a voluntary association now and then. 

But to be involved with other people so that it costs and so that one 

exposes the evils of society . . . requires something like conversion, 

something more than an attitude. It requires a sense that there's 

something wrong and I must be different from the way I have been.” 

 

History is a powerful teacher should we fix our gaze to its lessons.  You’ve 

heard it before: we ignore history at our own peril.  As people of faith, we 

are reminded that the Church’s response to the Nazi regime was anemic 

– and not just the Church in Germany.  The Church everywhere, the liberal 

church of Germany and elsewhere included.   

 

What are we going to do? 

 

Through the generations Adams wisdom reminds us that despite the 

creeds that people recite or the threshold they cross to enter their house 

of worship; in paying close attention to the rest of their lives their true 

religion will be revealed. He said, “It will be the thing they get most excited 

about, the thing that most deeply concerns them.”  Observe our fellow 



 

Sermon © Reverend Carolyn Patierno. All rights reserved. Reproduction by permission 

only.  

Americans at political rallies or read conversations happening online or in 

the public square.  Whether on the right or, sad to say, the left, few seem 

to have their eyes on the prize:  a relatively unified citizenry, dedicated to 

the common good.   

 

It is useful to ponder:  What is their religion?  What do they worship?   

 

More importantly:  What is YOUR religion?  What do YOU worship?   

 

“What does it mean to be a Unitarian Universalist?  What does it mean to 

part of this congregation?” I ask the Coming of Age youth.   

 

Comes the answer your minister dreads:   

“You could believe whatever you want.” 

  

Many UU adults would say the same.   

 

We must stop saying that.   

 

We are living in a time of sifting.  Do not doubt that the stakes are 

perilously high.  It is no time for the liberal church – and Unitarian 

Universalists most especially – to say “We can believe whatever we want.”  

All of us – those who signed the book this morning, those who have 

claimed this faith for years and years - must stand firmly in our free faith 

that demands a response to anything that would threaten “The goal of 

world community with peace, liberty, and justice for all”.   Our 6th 

principle.   

 

We must propel ourselves into this aching world upon the foundation of an 

examined faith.   

 

And bringing back from the ashes a conventional religion will not do, as 

Adams says.  It will take a “costing commitment” to a tough faith.  It will 

take a conversion experience:  once lost, now found.  Once blind, now 

seeing.  In these sifting times, we can’t behave as we’ve always behaved.  

We need a new vision and power over and against the real threat of 

tyranny that we now face as a nation.  And this vision and power must be 

grounded in the righteousness of liberal religion.   

 

You are being asked to become someone who you never thought you 

were capable of being.   
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I’m 55 years old.  I was raised in the Roman Catholic Church. My social 

location – all the things that formed me during the particular time that my 

core was being formed – told me in no uncertain terms to “be a nice girl”.  

We all now know that much of the malarkey that is being a “nice girl” 

didn’t do me, much less the world, much good.   

 

But I had a conversion experience.  I came to know a tough religion:  this 

one.   And Unitarian Universalism had something to offer me beyond, “You 

can believe whatever you want.” 

 

Perhaps like the Coming of Age youth you would be surprised to know 

that I threw a man out of the Huntington Street sanctuary for stating his 

beliefs … beliefs that so violently contradicted all that the liberal religion of 

this free faith stands for and, it must be added, about which this man was 

well aware.  He had the nerve to enter our house of worship and spew his 

hatred.  Our house of worship: where we have dedicated our children 

and mourned our dead   …  sanctuary to liberal religionists for nearly four 

generations.   

 

I felt the spirit of those generations and the righteousness of Theodore 

Parker, Olympia Brown, William Ellery Channing, Margaret Fuller, and 

James Luther Adams rise up in my body and with the light shining through 

Jesus’s out stretched arms I threw that hate-filled man out of the 

sanctuary.  

 

This time is a time that demands a tough faith, Friends, and not the 

unexamined faith that is at the root of, “You can believe whatever you 

want.”  Such as faith is not worth living and will not change the world.   

 

James Luther Adams went to Germany in 1935 and came back asking of 

himself, “What is it in my preaching and my political action that would 

stop this?”  That’s how much faith he had the power of a liberal religion 

that is committed to righting injustice.  I share his faith and his sense of 

responsibility.  The staff at the Unitarian Universalist Association signaled to 

me and to all who received that flyer that we have a responsibility to do 

something and that our tough faith will fuel our actions.   

 

What are we going to do? 

 

Well, as your minister I’m going to keep on preaching even though I know  

we may loose some Souls who believe that the pulpit is no place for 

politics.  To which I would say, these sifting times cannot be met with polite 
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latitudes that turn us away from potential tyranny.   These sifting times call 

for a tough, soulful, compassionate faith.  These times call for conversion.  

These sifting times call for “the fire of commitment of a faith that sets our 

minds and souls ablaze.”  (“The Fire of Commitment” lyrics by Mary 

Katherine Morn) 

 

I’m going to keep preaching to remind myself of these words from James 

Luther Adams: 

 

We have liked to believe that we did not share [the Gestapo’s] 

faith, yet we have all had some part in creating or appeasing 

Gestapos – and we could do it again.  We have also had some part 

in stopping the Gestapo.  In fact, the spirit, if not the brutality, of the 

Gestapo has to be stopped in ourselves every day, and we are not 

always successful, either because of our impotence or because of 

our lack of conviction.  The faith of the unfree can raise its ugly 

head even in a “free” country.  (From “The Faith of the Free” by 

James Luther Adams) 

 

 

An ugly head has been raised and the body upon which it is set is fear.  

Fear of progressive culture shifts.  Fear of loosing privilege.  Fear of loosing 

power.  Fear of economic vulnerability.   

 

I spoke about vulnerability last Sunday and held up Brene Brown’s work.  I 

do so again now.  Brown said that it becomes dangerous when as a 

society we lose the space to hold vulnerability.  When we lose the space 

to hold vulnerability there are those who will leap to the question, “What 

are we supposed to be afraid of and who’s to blame for it?” 

 

And so here we are.  No space for vulnerability and a boatload of fear 

and blame.   

 

And here WE are.  Committed to stopping the Gestapo within us while 

keeping a watchful eye out for the rising tyranny in our country.  Our faith 

must be a tough and costing commitment.   

 

What are we going to do?   

 

We’re going to offer home and hearth to refugees fleeing violence – 

violence that our country has had a hand in creating.   
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We are going to stay faithful to our weekly public witness to the Black Lives 

Matter movement – as we have all played a role in the sustained legacy 

that is white supremacy.   

 

We are going to get clear about the power of Unitarian Universalism 

because all of us at one time or another when asked, “What does it mean 

to be a Unitarian Universalist?” have given the anemic answer, “You can 

believe whatever you want.” 

 

And we are going to live our mission:  “All Souls is a liberal religious 

congregation that nurtures lifelong spiritual development.  We covenant 

to create a welcoming, caring, justice-seeking community within and 

beyond these walls.”    

 

In these sifting times, we will dig deep and claim our authentic and tough 

faith so that we may rise up against the tyrannies that threaten the 

common good.  

 

Together. 

 

Blessed be.  Amen.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


