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Quote Prior to Service 
 

“Equal and exact justice to all … of whatever state or persuasion, religious or political; 
peace, commerce, and honest friendship with all nations, entangling alliances with none…. 
Freedom of religion, freedom of the press, and freedom of person…. 
 These principles form the bright constellation which has gone before us, and guided 
our steps through an age of revolution and reformation. The wisdom of our sages and the 
blood of our heroes have been devoted to their attainment. They should be the creed of our 
political faith, the text of civil instruction, the touchstone by which to try the services of 
those we trust; and should we wander from them in moments of error or alarm, let us hasten 
to retrace our steps and to regain the road which alone leads to peace, liberty, and safety.” 

(Thomas Jefferson, First Inaugural Address) 
 
Lighting the Chalice  
 

Where the mind is without fear and the head is held high;  
Where knowledge is free;  
Where the world has not been broken up into fragments by narrow domestic walls;  
Where words come out from the depth of truth;  
Where tireless striving stretches its arms towards perfection;  
Where the clear stream of reason has not lost its way into the dreary desert sand of 

dead habit;  
Where the mind is led forward by thee into ever-widening thought and action – 
Into that heaven of freedom, my Father, let my country awake.  

(Prayer of Rabindranath Tagore, from Gitanjali, chapter 35)  
 

Welcoming Hymn #1028: “The Fire of Commitment” 
 
Our musical selections for today’s service are NOT pre-corded hymns! They are live 
presentations from the Olympic Unitarian Universalist Fellowship sanctuary, sung by 
Harmony Rutter, accompanied by LeRoy Davidson, with Dan Parrish as the sound 
technician. Thanks to all of you for your love and labor both in preparing these pieces and 
bringing them to us for this service.  
 
Our Welcoming Hymn is a lively piece from our teal-colored hymnal titled “The Fire of 
Commitment.” The words, which will shortly appear on your screens, are those of Mary 
Katherine Morn, written in 2002 on the occasion of the celebration of the 50th anniversary 
of the Unitarian Universalist Church of Nashville, Tennessee. The music is that of Jason 



Shelton, who served for 20 years as the Associate Minister for Music at the Nashville 
congregation.  
 

1. From the light of days remembered burns a beacon bright and clear 
Guiding hands and hearts and spirits Into faith set free from fear. 
 

Chorus: 
When the fire of commitment sets our mind and soul a blaze 
When our hunger and our passion meet to call us on our way 
When we live with deep assurance of the flame that burns within, 
Then our promise finds fulfillment and our future can begin. 

 
2. From the stories of our living rings a song both brave and free, 
Calling pilgrims still to witness to the life of liberty. 
 

Chorus: 
When the fire of commitment sets our mind and soul a blaze 
When our hunger and our passion meet to call us on our way 
When we live with deep assurance of the flame that burns within, 
Then our promise finds fulfillment and our future can begin. 

 
3. From the dreams of youthful vision comes a new, prophetic voice, 
Which demands a deeper justice built by our courageous choice 
 

Chorus: 
When the fire of commitment sets our mind and soul a blaze 
When our hunger and our passion meet to call us on our way 
When we live with deep assurance of the flame that burns within, 
Then our promise finds fulfillment and our future can begin. 

 
Reading 
 
My sermon this morning, in large part, will have to do with our nation’s principle of 
religious liberty – freedom of religion, a principle that leads to religious pluralism; that is, 
the embrace, the acceptance, the toleration of a variety of different faith perspectives. 
 
In my message today, I will be drawing heavily on the work of The Rev. Dr. Forrest 
Church, a ministerial colleague of mine, now several years deceased, who, for nearly thirty 
years, was the senior minister of the All Souls Unitarian Church in New York City. 
 
Forrest, who I knew personally, was a prolific author – always had two or three books 
going at once – so that over the course of his life he wrote or co-wrote twenty-five books 
in all. And, in the very last of those books, written shortly before his death in 2009 at the 
age of 61, he presented what, to me, is a stunning illustration of both the need for and the 
difficulty of embracing a pluralistic or universalistic perspective in religion.  
 



My reading this morning is from the introduction of Forrest’s final book, The Cathedral of 
the World: A Universalist Theology.  
 

Universalism speaks with particular eloquence to the challenge of our times. 
Today our neighbors live not only across the street, but across the world as well. 
During an age when we share a global economy and communications system in 
addition to nuclear and environmental threats, universalism addresses our era’s most 
dangerous dysfunction: theological parochialism.  
 

Every denomination, including my own Unitarian Universalist Association, can 
fall prey to such nearsightedness. To fulfill its promise, modern universalism must 
witness against fundamentalists on the left as well as those on the right. By definition, 
“universalism” is not the property of any discrete religious body, including those that 
include it in their names. 
 
 To illustrate this point, which pivots at the center of my theology, let me take you 
on a brief … journey. We shall walk together to the water’s edge and follow the light 
of the moon wherever it may lead. 
 
 We are standing on the shoreline of a mountain lake, moonlight lapping against 
our boot tips, mesmerized by the golden carpet laid out over the water as if lowered 
from the heavens to meet us at the very place we stand. Before us, along the moon’s 
glorious trail, we can see all the way to the lake’s rocky bottom. Above the sunken 
branches, we watch the water dance and sparkle, a rack of moonbeams on each ripple’s 
crest. Across the lake, where the moon is rising, our path turns to liquid gold. 
 
 Standing on the shore some distance to our right, a man contemplates the same 
view yet appears shrouded in darkness. To our left stands a woman, her silhouette all 
but obscured by the blackness that envelops her. 
 
 Pondering these two apparently benighted people, we wonder to ourselves, “What 
can they possibly be thinking? Encompassed by darkness, the lake before them flat 
and lifeless, if only they would join us at the foot of the moon’s luminous path, they, 
too, could bathe in celestial light.” 
 
 Henry David Thoreau once chastised the Florentine artist and adventurer 
Benvenuto Cellini for mistaking the aura he saw surrounding his shadow on a dew-
drenched day as a special sign of divine recognition. In the moonlight, we experience 
a like illusion, as do the man and woman to our right and left, who share our vision 
though we perceive them to be in darkness. Judging only by what they see, they, too, 
may feel themselves uniquely illumined. To their eyes, it is we who appear to languish 
in darkness. 
 
  Expressive of both the wonder and danger of religion, on the one hand, the 
moon’s golden light extends a path across the lake to the feet of everyone who stands 
under the spell of its supernal glow; on the other, given that each onlooker sees only 



his or her own golden pathway, all others standing in apparent darkness, we are left 
with the impression that we walk the one true path alone, whereas those who fail to 
join us are lost.  
 

Here nature can serve as our theological tutor. She reminds us that, in almost every 
way that matters, we and our most distant neighbor, sprung from a single source and 
sharing the same destiny, are one. This revelation encapsulates the essence of 
universalist theology. To perceive things as they are, not merely as they appear, we 
must view them with parallax vision. We must imagine seeing them through others’ 
eyes as well as through our own.   

(The Cathedral of the World: A Universalist Theology, pp. xi-xii] 
 
Meditation Hymn #159: “This Is My Song”  
 
Our Meditation Hymn, which picks up on this notion of parallax vision – the effort to try 
to see things through the eyes of others – is titled “This Is My Song” from our gray-covered 
hymnal. 
 
Originally, the tune, called “Finlandia,” was part of an 1899 symphonic piece by the 
Finnish composer Jean Sebelius, who later reworked it as a stand-alone piece. It is one of 
the most important national songs of Finland, though not their official national anthem. 
 
The words of this song in our hymnal, which will appear on the screen, are those of Lloyd 
Stone, written in 1934 as an international song of piece. (See Wikipedia article:  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Finlandia) 

 

1. This is my song, O God of all the nations, 
a song of peace for lands afar and mine. 
This is my home, the country where my heart is; 
here are my hopes, my dreams, my holy shrine; 
but other hearts in other lands are beating 
with hopes and dreams as true and high as mine. 

2. My country’s skies are bluer than the ocean, 
and sunlight beams on cloverleaf and pine; 
but other lands have sunlight too, and clover, 
and skies are everywhere as blue as mine. 
O hear my song, thou God of all the nations, 
a song of peace for their land and for mine. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 



“OUR NATIONAL FAITH” 
 
Introduction: Unitarian Universalism: a quintessentially American religion 
 
The Unitarian Universalist Association of Congregations, of which this Olympic 
congregation is a part, is, I would say, a quintessentially American religious organization 
… and this is because the principles, values, and ideals that we hold dear in our religious 
association have also been the core principles, values, and ideals of our American 
democracy, which, as we know all too well, are currently under threat and in peril.  
 
This morning I’d like to explore with you the core principles, values, and ideals of our 
American experiment in governance. I would raise up three foundational precepts of what 
has been our “national faith,” namely: religious liberty, religious toleration, and religious 
pluralism. 
 
Core values of American democracy 
 
Ours, as Forrest Church writes in his book The American Creed: A Spiritual and Patriotic 
Primer, has been the first nation to experiment in a far-reaching manner with these 
principles, values, and ideals. 

 
No other nation before us had ever tried to construct its civic life with these as its central 
organizing principles.   

 
No other nation had put forward “religious pluralism” as the source of its unity. 
 
No other nation had as its original motto the words, “E pluribus unum” – “Out of many, 
one.” 
 
As Forrest Church puts it in his book The American Creed: 

 
 “E pluribus unum cut directly against the grain of all previous human experience. 

‘One over many’ was familiar to history, as [was] ‘over many a few’ and [also] ‘some 
apart from others,’ but ‘out of many, one’ [that] had no historical precedent.”  

(The American Creed, p. 24) 
 

Nor had any other nation sought to dis-establish religious institutions; that is, to separate 
the institutions of religion and government, as opposed to having the government support 
and sponsor a given religion. 

 
And no other nation had declared,  
 

“We hold these truths to be self-evident; that all men are created equal; that they 
are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these are life, 
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” 
 



Thomas Jefferson, the primary author of these words, also added the following statement 
in his first inaugural address, “Equal and exact justice for all … of whatever state or 
persuasion, religious or political.” 
 
How these core values of American democracy came about 
 
The fact that these principles of religious liberty and equality came to be at the center of 
our civic life may be due largely to the particular and peculiar historical circumstances in 
which they were formed.   

 
Originally, the various groups forming the colonies desired religious freedom, but it was 
religious freedom to establish their own religion, not, in most cases, religious freedom for 
others or the religious freedom for all. However, historical circumstances created a need to 
join together in common cause to combat a common enemy that had its own established 
religion. 

 
Thus, some would describe the development of the separation of the institutions of religion 
and government and the principles of religious liberty and religious pluralism that it 
promotes as a “happy accident,” while others would describe it as a “divinely-guided plan.”   

 
But whatever the case, once in place, these principles, values, and ideals seemed so right 
that they have influenced, and continue to influence, nations around the world – and this 
despite the fact that they have so often been abridged in practice in our own country. 

 
The American Creed 

 
Forrest Church’s book The American Creed: A Spiritual and Patriotic Primer, from which 
I quoted a couple of minutes ago, is, in my judgment, one of his very finest books, 
published in 2002 in the wake of 9/11. In this book, Forrest speaks of, what he has regarded 
as, the primary elements of this “American Creed.” It’s somewhat ironical that a minister 
for a religion like ours that prides itself on being “non-creedal” should speak of an 
“American Creed,” but this is what he said:  
 

 “Creed” sounds forbidding and ecclesiastical. The American Creed is neither, but 
it is monumental. Creeds have to be monumental, struck in metal that, when refined 
in the furnace of history and burnished by developing thought, can endure the trials of 
time. They have to be steadfast enough to redeem history itself, reawakening tired 
minds, rekindling passion in hearts grown weary. Creeds are spiritual touchstones. 
They are finished in fire, yet cool to the touch when passed from hand to hand one 
generation to the next. 
 “Capturing the essence of the American experiment, the American Creed affirms 
those truths our founders held self-evident: justice for all, because we are all created 
equal; and, liberty for all, because we are all endowed by the Creator with certain 
inalienable rights. America’s fidelity to this creed is judged by history. Living up to it 
remains a constant challenge. But it invests our nation with spiritual purpose – if we 
honor its precepts – a moral destiny.” (p. xii) 



 
 
An “umbrella civic religion” 
 
As Forrest Church speaks of it, there’s a kind of civic religion – what I would term an 
“umbrella civic religion” –  that has a creed above and beyond the creeds and faith positions 
of both religious organizations and individual faith perspectives. 

 
And here’s where things get a little tricky … for religious organizations are those social 
organizations, which, if they’re doing their job, are addressing, fostering, and promoting 
one’s deepest beliefs, one highest loyalties, and one ultimate allegiances.  

 
One’s religion relates to one’s total world-and-life view, one’s vision of how things should 
be; and, thus, one’s religion cannot be cordoned off to some compartment or another.  
 
So, this is the challenge for a nation that would grant “freedom of religion” to its citizens: 
How does it manage a plurality of ultimate loyalties? How does it keep the competing 
visions and truth-claims of the religions from being at each other’s throats? 
 
Freedom of religion does not stand independently 
 
What this says to me is that the principle of “freedom of religion” does not stand 
independently; the freedom is not an absolute freedom; it exists in relationship with the 
“freedom” of others.  
 
This also means to me that to be part of a country with “freedom of religion,” there must 
be, as I’m saying, a kind of “umbrella civic religion” that gets buy-in, even if grudgingly, 
from the various religions and faith perspectives under its protection.  
 
Thus, that “umbrella civic religion” has to do, first, with a principle of toleration – no 
“stone-throwing,” as Forrest Church puts it, through the windows of the mosques, temples, 
churches, synagogues, and meeting houses where the “light of Truth” shines in upon the 
disparate faith communities. 
 
And, secondly, as part of the practice of toleration, there must also be a quality of humility, 
a humility that understands that: “As strongly as I believe and think I am right, I’m also 
aware that I’m a fragment of the whole and that I view reality through the lens of that 
fragment.” 
 
Or, to use an analogy: In the same way that we recognize that the language we speak, 
though it may be “best” for us, is not the only language nor the “best” for everyone; so, 
also, to preserve our nation’s “freedom of religion,” we must have the humility to recognize 
that our particular religion, our particular world-and-life view, even though it has to do 
with “ultimates,” remains our take on those “ultimates.” 
 
“E pluribus unum”  



 
This brings me back to the Latin phrase “E pluribus unum” (“out of many, one”) that until 
1956 was our America motto … a phrase that succinctly expresses what has been at the 
heart of our “national faith” … which, as it happens, also expresses the heart of our 
Unitarian Universalist faith and its embrace of religious pluralism.  

 
The Universalist side of our tradition speaks to the plurality and diversity of our faith, “E 
pluribus” (“out of many”) … and the Unitarian side of our tradition speaks to the unity of 
our faith, “unum” (oneness). 

 
Because our religion embraces the triple values of religious liberty, religious toleration, 
and religious pluralism; and because we have some practice in trying to live out those 
principles, values, and ideals in our religious community; and because we have a long 
tradition of upholding and defending these principles, values, and ideals in our nation; I 
would contend that we have a special obligation in these times, to each in our way, witness 
to these principles, values, and ideals of our “national faith.”   
 
Revelation is not sealed 
 
In regard to being such witnesses, let me conclude with a final thought … which has to do 
with our understanding of what religious liberty, religious toleration, and religious 
pluralism mean and to whom they apply.  

 
It’s the idea that our understanding of these principles, values, and ideals expands 
evolutionarily over time. 

 
Viewed by us in hindsight and with the passage of time, we can see quite clearly a number 
of the shortcomings and blind-spots of our forebears in their understanding and application 
of the principles, values, and ideals that they themselves put forward.  
 
It’s, of course, a little tougher in the present … and a bit more difficult to see how future 
generations will judge us … which might encourage us to both look more charitably at the 
past, as well as to conduct ourselves more humbly in the present. 

 
And, in this regard, there is another principle from our tradition, which we might keep 
before us, that is captured in the words of the maxim, “Revelation is not sealed.” In other 
words, our understanding of Truth is not final and fixed but evolutionary, unfolding over 
time.  
 
The 19th century American poet James Russell Lowell expressed that evolutional principle 
with this poetic quatrain:  

 
 “New occasions teach new duties;  
  Time makes ancient good uncouth; 
 They must upward still, and onward,  
  Who would keep abreast of Truth.” 



 
I’d like to conclude with an email I received a couple of years ago from Roger Anderson. 
He’s a member of the Unitarian Universalist Fellowship here in Port Townsend, and his 
email was written and sent in the aftermath of the death of George Floyd in the spring of 
2020, an email in which he speaks of his own grabbling with the notion that “revelation is 
not sealed” in relation to the meaning of our American Independence Day, which will be 
coming up again in a couple of weeks.  

 
Dear Friends, 
 
 The 4th of July has long held a special place in my heart. I suspect the 
spectacle alone was enough to get my attention as a child, but soon I began to 
appreciate that something special had happened in 1776. The world really did start to 
change…. 
 
 On July 4 each year, we usually pause long enough to recall the familiar language 
that we are all created equal and have unalienable rights, including “life, liberty, and 
the pursuit of happiness.” White males like me usually have stopped there, complacent 
and self-righteous, proud to be Americans. But this year all of us are challenged to 
figure out how to respond to overlapping crises that have disproportionately fallen on 
Americans of color: police killings, covid-19 deaths, and unemployment. These effects 
have many causes, but a central factor is how our society is structured. 
 
 The Declaration itself offers guidance for how to proceed. Among other self-
evident truths, it notes that “whenever any form of government becomes destructive 
of … [securing these unalienable rights], it is the right of the people to alter or to 
abolish it, and to institute new government, laying its foundation on such principles, 
and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect 
their safety and happiness.” 
 
 For nearly 250 years we have been able to avoid abolishing our government. 
Instead, we restructure our flawed democracy to meet new understandings of how 
governments ought to relate to citizens. Awakened by nationwide calls for change, we 
now have both the opportunity and the duty to build on those uneven experiences. We 
must be willing to honor our founding principles by again re-organizing our 
governments at all levels to better insure those fundamental rights. We are yet again 
called by Lincoln to dedicate ourselves to bringing to our country “a new birth of 
freedom.”  
 

Amen. So may it be. 
 

Concluding Hymn: “We’ll Build a Land” 
 
The words of our Concluding Hymn, “We’ll Build a Land,” are based on the words of the 
Hebrew prophets Isaiah and Amos. The music is that of Carol McDade, known not only 



through this hymn, but even more in our Unitarian Universalist circles as the composer of 
“Spirit of Life.”  

 
1. We’ll build a land where we bind up the broken. 
We’ll build a land where the captives go free, 
where the oil of gladness dissolves all mourning. 
Oh, we’ll build a promised land that can be. 
 

Chorus: 
Come build a land where sisters and brothers, 
anointed by God, may then create peace: 
where justice shall roll down like waters, 
and peace like an ever flowing stream. 

 
2. We’ll build a land where we bring the good tidings 
to all the afflicted and all those who mourn. 
And we’ll give them garlands instead of ashes. 
Oh, we’ll build a land where peace is born. 

 
Chorus: 
Come build a land where sisters and brothers, 
anointed by God, may then create peace: 
where justice shall roll down like waters, 
and peace like an ever flowing stream. 

 
3. We’ll be a land building up ancient cities, 
raising up devastations from old; 
restoring ruins of generations. 
Oh, we’ll build a land of people so bold. 
 

Chorus: 
Come build a land where sisters and brothers, 
anointed by God, may then create peace: 
where justice shall roll down like waters, 
and peace like an ever flowing stream. 

 
4. Come, build a land where the mantles of praises 
resound from spirits once faint and once weak; 
where like oaks of righteousness stand her people. 
Oh, come build the land, my people we seek. 

 
Chorus: 
Come build a land where sisters and brothers, 
anointed by God, may then create peace: 
where justice shall roll down like waters, 
and peace like an ever flowing stream. 



 
Closing Words  
 
My Closing Words of Benediction are those of the late congressional representative John 
Lewis … his final words written as a short essay titled “Together, You Can Redeem the 
Soul of Our Nation,” which was sent to the New York Times two days before his death on 
July 17, 2020, with the request that it be published on the day of his funeral, which turned 
out to be July 30. These words: 
 

 “Democracy is not a state. It is an act, and each generation must do its part to help 
build what we called the Beloved Community, a nation and world-society at peace 
with itself. 
 “Ordinary people with extraordinary vision can redeem the soul of America by 
getting into what I call good trouble, necessary trouble…. 
 “Though I may not be here with you, I urge you to answer the highest calling of 
your heart and stand up for what you truly believe. In my life I have done all I can to 
demonstrate that the way of peace, the way of love, and nonviolence is the more 
excellent way. Now it is your turn to let freedom ring.” 

 
Extinguishing of Chalice 

 
We extinguish this flame, 
But not the Light of Truth, 
The Warmth of Community, 
The Fire of Commitment, 
Or the Power of Transformation; 
These we carry in our hearts 
Until we are together again.  

 
(NOTE: This is a manuscript version of the live-Zoom sermon given by the Rev. Bruce A. 
Bode at the Olympic Unitarian Universalist Fellowship of Sequim/Port Angeles, WA on 
Sunday, June 12, 2022. Rev. Bode retired as senior minister of the Quimper Unitarian 
Universalist Fellowship in Port Townsend, WA in June 2018, and is now minister 
emeritus.) 


