
UU’s Then and Now 
Sermon 

 

About 40 years ago, when my family first entered the doors of the Unitarian 

Universalist Fellowship in Corvallis, OR, we knew we were home, even 

though we didn’t really know what Unitarian Universalism is. Maybe you 

feel that way today. 

 

One reason It is difficult to define who we are and what we believe is that 

we have no dogma. What we do have is seven principles, which serve as a 

guide. 

 

OUUF’s current process to gain Green 

Sanctuary accreditation is an example 

of social activism, a hallmark of 

Unitarian Universalism—past, present 

and future. In lieu of dogma, 

Unitarians and Universalists have 

always believed that we must apply 

our faith to the world we live in.  

Our denomination was founded in 

1961 as a consolidation of the 

Universalist Church in America and 

the American Unitarian Association.  

_____________________________________________________________ 

In 1793, Universalism was officially organized in this country. Their name 

derived from the belief in universal salvation. About 100 years later, a tract 

entitled Why I am a Universalist was written. It sold 100,000 copies in its 

first three years and continued circulating well into the twentieth century. 

Today you can read it online. Its author: the Hon. Phineus T. Barnum, whom 

we remember as P.T. Barnum. He Published his famous tract in 1890 the 

same year he founded "The Greatest Show on Earth."  

Barnum had grown up attending a Calvinist church. Later he recalled that he 

could almost feel the burning waves, smell the sulphurous fumes, and hear 

the shrieks and groans of those in hell. He said I would return to my home 

and with the utmost sincerity ask God to take me out of the world if He 

would only save me from hell. Barnum’s grandfather introduced him to 



Universalism, and, with great relief, he embraced Universalism as a 

teenager, although he did not actually join a church until later in life.  

P.T. Barnum was a noted philanthropist, particularly in regard to 

Universalist churches and causes. Over time, he gave Tufts College a total of 

at least $180,000. My late husband, Jack, and I have belonged to two 

congregations served by graduates of the Crane Theological School at Tufts. 

Thank you, Mr. Barnum.  

 

PT. Barnum attended a Universalist congregation in Bridgeport, 

Connecticut, where the minister was Olympia Brown. A biography of Ms. 

Brown states that …when the church was in need of additional money, she 

was not above asking that the rich be more generous in their contributions, 

and she would say, 'Mr. Barnum, I mean you.' According to the report, Mr. 

Barnum never failed to oblige her. 

_____________________________________________________________ 

Is tweaking P.T. Barnum for additional contributions Olympia Brown’s only 

claim to fame? Nope. She was a suffragette, an activist for the Democratic 

Party and, she was ordained as a Universalist minister in 1863, becoming the 

first female to be ordained as a minister by any denomination in this 

country.  

This was no simple feat. Ms. Brown simply didn’t know her place. She was 

strong-willed, feisty, opinionated and, perhaps above all, tenacious. Her path 

to the ministry was a rocky one. One school thought it would be too great an 

experiment to admit a woman. Another would admit her, but she could not 

participate in public exercises. Finally, Ebenezer Fisher, the President of the 

Universalist Divinity School at St. Lawrence University offered her 

admission but added that he did not think women were called to the ministry. 

But I leave that between you and the Great Head of the Church. This, 

Olympia thought, was exactly where it should be left. Later she wrote But 

when I arrived, I was told I had not been expected and that Mr. Fisher had 

said I would not come as he had written so discouragingly to me. I had 

supposed his discouragement was my encouragement. 

Rev. Brown’s autobiography delineates many of her hardships but, rather 

than dwell on difficulties at Divinity School, she simply wrote: My second 

year was less disagreeable than the first. 

 

http://www.uua.org/uuhs/duub/articles/ebenezerfisher.html


 

So, in the beginning there were Universalists, including P.T. Barnum and 

Olympia Brown.  

 

In 1825, About 30 years after the Universalists organized in this country, the 

American Unitarian Association was organized. Its name was derived from 

its belief in one God, rather than the trinity, God the father, the son and the 

holy ghosts. 

 

There are many references to Unitarian founding fathers. Who were these 

men? We could arguably claim several signers of the Declaration of 

Independence. Thomas Jefferson, the third President of the United States 

and the main author of the declaration, never joined a Unitarian church, but 

went to services at the Unitarian church in Philadelphia when he was in 

town. In recent years, many in our denomination of tried to distance 

ourselves from Jefferson due to his history as a slave holder. 

 

We can definitely claim John Adams, the second President of the United 

States, and a signer of the declaration. He had a lifelong relationship with 

what eventually became United First Parish Church (Unitarian) in Quincy, 

MA. 

 

When we lived in Massachusetts, we visited that famous church multiple 

times for cluster dinners. After the dinner, a group of ladies there were only 

too eager to show visitors to the marble crypt in their basement where 

Presidents John Adams and John Quincy Adams and their wives Abigail 

Adams and Louisa Catherine Adams are buried.  A surreal experience. 

 

Other famous Unitarians of the time included Louisa May Alcott and Ralph 

Waldo Emerson, who actually became a Unitarian minister. 

_____________________________________________________________ 

I’ve talked about famous Unitarians and famous Universalists. What about 

famous UU’s after the consolidation? 

 

• Linus Pauling, winner of multiple Nobel prizes  

• Daniel Ellsberg, the former military analyst who leaked the Pentagon 

Papers to the. New York Times  

• A number of Folk singers, including Holly Near and Pete Seegar 

http://www.whitehouse.gov/history/presidents/ja2.html


• Christopher Reeve and his friends Paul Newman and Joanne 

Woodward 

• Robert Fulghum, a UU minister and author of All I Really Wanted to 

Know I Learned in Kindergarten.  

• Keith Olbermann, news anchor, political commentator, and sports 

journalist 

• Tim Berners-Lee, inventor of the World Wide Web. 

• Kurt Vonnegutwas a UU. Jack and I heard him speak at General 

Assembly a number of years ago on the subject of evil done in the 

name of love – he touched on both religious wars and marriage 

 

_____________________________________________________________ 

Lack of dogma is one reason it is difficult to define Unitarian Universalism. 

Another reason is that we are evolving.  

 

In the beginning, Unitarianism and Universalism were both Chistian 

denominations.  

 

 Now the Unitarian Universalist denomination includes Christians and also 

people of other faiths. Gradually, many of us leaned toward secular 

humanism. 

 

In a UU World article a few years ago, Rev. William F. Schultz, President of 

the UUA at the time, is quoted I pushed the UUA to talk more in spiritual 

terms, with a less leaden humanism.  

So here I am, pleading guilty to being a secular humanist, striving not to be 

leaden in my thinking. Wikipedia.com, that source of all information, points 

out a UU trend away from secular humanism and toward natural theism, 

liberal Christianity and other forms of engaged spirituality. Wikipedia finds 

nontheists better represented in the over-50 age group. And, yes, I also plead 

guilty to being a few years over the age of 50.  

 

As a secular humanist in the majority, I was pleased with myself for 

accepting in our denomination Christians and spiritualists who did not see as 

I do. I now find myself in the minority, hoping that the majority will be 

accepting of me. And you know what? I am accepted. We do accept, even 



embrace, each other regardless of our individual religious beliefs. That’s one 

of the beauties of being a UU. 

 

We pride ourselves on being accepting of each other regardless of sexual 

orientation or sexual identity. In 2006, after a year of working and studying, 

OUUF became a Welcoming Congregation 

 

We also pride ourselves on being accepting of each other regardless of race. 

That is not necessarily well reflected in our demographics and there are 

complicated reasons behind that. However, it is perhaps worthy of note that 

the recent President of the UUA, Rev. William G. Sinkford, is a Black man. 

The Rev. Peter Morales, the first Latino president of the UUA, was elected 

in 2009.  

 

In the summer of 2012, GA (General Assembly) was held in Phoenix, AZ. 

This is particularly interesting because there was a strong movement to 

boycott Phoenix because of oppression of immigrants in the state of AZ. 

Rev. Susan Frederick-Gray, senior minister at the UU Congregation of 

Phoenix, said holding GA in Phoenix would have a much greater impact 

than boycotting the state. In her words, now is the time to bring our religious 

voice to awaken the moral conscience of our country. And, indeed, attendees 

at that year’s GA added their voices to those protesting the inhumane 

treatment of prisoners at Phoenix’s Tent City, which was finally closed in 

2017. Rev. Frederick-Gray is now the President of the UUA. 

 

The UUA provides services for more than 1,000 member congregations that 

collectively include more than 150,000 members. However, each 

congregation is individually governed. No Pope in the UUA. 

 

Unitarian Universalists have a right to be proud. If you are thinking of 

becoming a UU, we welcome you. 
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