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Reading – (Excerpt) 
U.S. Supreme Court 
Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka,  
Argued December 9, 1952 
Reargued December 8, 1953 
Decided May 17, 1954* 
 
Segregation of white and Negro children in the public schools of a State solely on 
the basis of race, denies to Negro children the equal protection of the laws 
guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment -- even though the physical facilities 
and other "tangible" factors of white and Negro schools may be equal.  

Education is perhaps the most important function of state and local governments. 
It is required in the performance of our most basic public responsibilities, even 
service in the armed forces. It is the very foundation of good citizenship. Today it 
is a principal instrument in awakening the child to cultural values, in preparing 
him for later professional training, and in helping him to adjust normally to his 
environment.  

It is doubtful that any child may reasonably be expected to succeed in life if he is 
denied the opportunity of an education. It is a right which must be made available 
to all on equal terms. 

 

Sermon  

“Learning to See: A Lifetime Journey” 

Describe a time when you knowingly hurt a person of another race or ethnicity.  

Such was the question put before me.  I was meeting with the committee 

that would confer their approval of my becoming a candidate for Unitarian 

Universalist ministry. The interview lasted for about an hour. They can ask you 

whatever they want about your life experiences, theology or call to ministry. I was 
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nervous but had been enjoying the conversation thus far. This question caught 

me off guard.  

“Describe a time when you knowingly hurt a person of another race or ethnicity.”  

Looking at the wooden table before me, my mind skimmed back over the 

course of my life.  

I grew up in rural Pennsylvania where racism was standard. There was one 

black male in my high school class of 300. He and I dated. Until our mothers told 

us that was not acceptable. I went to an exclusively white college and after 

graduation moved to Bridgeport CT. There I lived in an attic apartment. The 

people in the other 2 apartments were also white but we were the racial minority 

in the neighborhood. I worked in organizations with diverse staff. One of my 

closest friends for years is Ethiopian. We basically raised our children together.  

Coming back into the room with the committee, I looked up and saw 

everyone waiting expectantly for my answer.  

“I’m not sure.” I said, “I mean, I’m sure that I have but I cannot think of a 

time that I hurt someone of a different race or ethnicity” I went on to describe a 

situation where I had made an internal assumption that turned out not to be true 
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about a person based on their race. I shared that I felt guilty but was glad that I 

had not spoken the assumption aloud.  

It came as no surprise that the committee recommended that I further my 

experiences with multi-cultural ministry and racial justice work.   

Well, as is true for so many other gifts of this congregation, I came to 

exactly the right place to learn about this issue. I say this because you are a 

congregation that is truly Unitarian Universalist. You are people who live by your 

covenants with each other and your commitment to our UU principles…the 

inherent worth and dignity of every person, justice and compassion in human 

relations, for example.  

Here I have been able to explore, to learn. To admit my areas of weakness, 

to make mistakes. Here I have been allowed to be human, and I’ve been 

embraced for who I am. You are amazing teachers.  

Most recently, I have been honored to co facilitate with Helen Avalos, a 

class called, “Examining Whiteness”.  20 Souls have been meeting on Thursday 

evenings to work together on examining our whiteness. We share our insights 

about what it means to be white, how the privileges of being white impact our 

lives. We are learning to see differently. This has been a phenomenal experience, 
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and one that many are committed to continuing and to enlarging. It has not been 

easy, but it’s important and good work.  

  This coming Thursday night, for example, we have a guest speaker coming 

to All Souls to talk about the rights of Indians and Tribes. Stephen Pevar, a lawyer 

from the American Civil Liberates Union has devoted his career, as has our own 

Helen Avaolos to working for justice for the tribes. I hope that you will join us.  

We’ve learned that becoming anti-racist and multi-cultural, needs to 

happen both on a personal and an institutional level. This growth is not linear but 

that there is a general pattern that emerges. Evolving from being “exclusive” to 

being “fully inclusive” where there is shared power between all people and with 

diverse racial, cultural and economic groups, requires two things – a willingness to 

see things differently and a willingness to do things differently.  

In his sermon, “Love in Action”, Martin Luther King writes about this need, 

“One of the great tragedies of life is that men seldom bridge the gap between 

practice and profession between doing and saying. On the one hand we proudly 

profess certain sublime and noble principles but on the other hand we sadly 

practice the very antithesis of these principles.” 
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He goes on to write about racial segregation, “It should now be apparent 

that sincerity and conscientiousness in themselves are not enough. Nothing in all 

the world is more dangerous than sincere ignorance and conscientious stupidity. 

Carolyn read excerpts from the Brown v Board of Education Supreme Court 

ruling. Sadly, as our country honors the 60th anniversary of this landmark decision, 

the situation in CT is bad.  

A recent study from the UCLA Civil Rights Project reports the following, 

“The setup of school governance in Connecticut – with more than 160 separate 

school districts operated by local cities and towns – has led to Connecticut having 

some of the most segregated schools in the U.S.” Nearly one in three black 

students in Connecticut attend schools where at least 90 percent of the students 

are minorities. The rankings are similarly grim for Latino students.  

Creating cultural and racial equity is not easy. It can be overwhelming. It is 

as Rebecca Parker calls it, “soul work.” It is the work of a lifetime.  

As Unitarian Universalists we covenant to see the world through eyes of 

justice and equality for all.  We stake our faith in the inherent worth and dignity 

of all people. And we covenant to live our lives to help make advancements in 

creating that world.  
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I believe wholeheartedly in the words of Dr. King. But in order to actualize 

those inspiring words we have to recognize how we see the world, specifically our 

blind spots. We cannot do that alone. It’s like trying to dance with your own 

shadow. We have to come together, in covenant, and check our sight. “Was blind, 

but now I see.” the words of the familiar hymn we sang. In this work of a lifetime, 

we learn to see our blind spots, our misinformed perceptions, we become be 

brave to admit them and we actually live differently.  

I have learned so much in this short time working intentionally on this 

issue.  Just the other day I was retelling a family story – a situation that we have 

laughed about for years. It that has to do with miscommunication due to language 

differences. What had been sincerely innocent was all of a sudden painful and 

blatantly racist to me.   

For years I had laughed. But I had never seen it.  At whose expense was I 

laughing? I wonder if the man at the take out counter who was on the other end 

of the conversation has been passing that story down to his family, as humor. I 

don’t think so.  

But this work is not about shame, and it’s not about powerlessness. We can 

only change what we can see differently.  
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Wherever you are on this journey, and we are all at different places, it is 

okay. Whether you are just seeing differently like me, or whether you’ve seen and 

you’re tired or burnt out. If you are one who sees and knows inside of yourself 

that you haven’t done all that you can do. It is okay. If you have done what you 

can and you are impatient with people like. It is okay.  

All of these places are part of this journey. The goal is to not stop. 

Wherever we are, you are welcome.  

Welcome new members and welcome those of you who are celebrating 

anniversaries. Welcome friends and visitors. Welcome home. May the light of our 

faith forever hold you, guide you and give you what you need to carry on.  

In closing we are going to light our candles. Carolyn and I will be reading a 

line, as we do, we ask you to respond in unison; “We light this candle”.  

 CP    For our blind spots and our courage.  

We light this candle.  

RB     For the times that we hurt one another in ignorance 

We light this candle.  

CP      For the times that we try again  

We light this candle 
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RB       For truth 

We light this candle 

CP       For the worth and dignity of every human  

We light this candle 

RB     For justice and compassion in human relations 

We light this candle. 

CP      For a faith that never gives up  

We light this candle  

RB      For the justice seeking, welcoming community that we covenant together 

We light this candle  

CP     For Love 

We Light this candle  

May it be so. 


