Unitarian Church of Evanston Transition Team Homily, November 13, 2011: Jim Kepler

Nearly eighty years ago a group of academicians and clergy met to hammer out the final wording of what was to become the Humanist Manifesto. The youngest among the thirty-four signatories to the document was 29-year-old Lester Mondale, minister of the Unitarian Church of Evanston. Lester Mondale later signed the Humanist Manifesto II in 1973 and, forty years later, the Humanist Manifesto III. He was ninety-nine years old by then and the only person to have signed all three documents. Today religious and secular humanism remain alive and well in this place.
Following its founding in 1948 in Amsterdam, the World Council of Churches next met in 1954 here in Evanston. Unitarians were admitted as observers but were excluded from voting at that conference, whose theme was “Christ, the Hope of the World.” UCE was, nevertheless, active in the Council’s local successor organization, the Evanston Ecumenical Action Council, and twenty-five years after the WCC conference, UCE minister David Sammons became its president. Today, after considerable UCE influence, that organization has finally become Interfaith Action of Evanston, and all member congregations and parishes, regardless of their religious identification, have voting rights.
In the post-World War II years, UCE’s then minister, Homer Jack, spoke out forcefully from this pulpit against racial segregation and nuclear arms proliferation. His words caused some controversy and consternation among a segment of the congregation, but he kept right on preaching for peace and equality, telling his detractors, in essence, “You’d better get used to hearing what I’m saying because I’m going to keep on saying it.” Homer Jack later went on to help found the Congress of Racial Equality and the National Committee for a SANE Nuclear Policy. The name of our own Committee for Peace and Justice describes its focus today as an important voice against oppression locally, nationally, and within our association.
The list of UCE’s participation in progressive causes and events is long and distinguished:
· Roger Fritts brought the AIDS quilt to our sanctuary.
· David Pyle and Chris Isely became Unitarian Universalist missionaries to the military.
· UCE feeds visitors to the Evanston soup kitchen and contributes cash to local charities.
· Harry Nachman marched through Rogers Park with Martin Luther King, Jr., to defuse restricted housing demonstrations.
· Abhi Prakash Janamanchi brought the celebration of Bharat Samaj to us.
· Charles Eddis led open housing marches throughout Evanston.
UCE has long been present and active within the continental Unitarian Universalist Association:
· Three UCE members have served as trustees on the UUA board of trustees.
· UCE has helped train numerous interns for service in parish, religious education, and community ministry.
· UCE members have held elective office at the continental level.
· UCE was among the first congregations to ordain and call its Director of Religious Education as a Minister of Religious Education when the Department of Ministry created that professional track.
· UCE members have long been leaders in the local UU area council, Central Midwest District, and the UUA itself.
· UCE has sent dozens of delegates to UUA General Assemblies and has hosted district assemblies and multicongregational youth and women’s conferences
Despite all the good that we have accomplished here, participation, advocacy, and leadership have not always been easy for either UCE members or clergy. There have been moments of disappointment:
· Objections to our calling gay and lesbian ministers
· The need on occasion to stand against actions of the UUA
· Dissension because of staff performance
· Disagreement among members over congregational, board, and staff decisions
However, throughout our more than a century-old existence as a religious body there are so many accomplishments for which we can, individually and collectively, be justly proud. As evidenced by what you have posted on the history timeline, the pluses far outnumber the minuses.
Although we have experienced disappointments, those times have been instructive and have made us stronger as a community. What’s interesting is that our differences and, at times, our disillusionments, have, in the end, tended to bring us together and to see how much this community means to each of us and we to it.
Evanston Unitarian Universalists have raised the image of our movement and the commitment of our members within Evanston, along the North Shore, in our denominational organizations, and throughout the nation. We can all take pride in the history of the Unitarian Church of Evanston. 
Thank you all for joining with the Transition Team in this process of remembering, self-examination, and imagining.

To paraphrase the Norman Cousins reading that Janet selected for this morning: We are single members in a body of more than 400 members. The body is the church.











I am a single cell in a body of [nearly seven] billion cells. The body is
humankind. I am a single cell. My needs are individual but they are not unique. I am
interlocked with other human beings in the consequences of our actions, thoughts, and
feelings. I will work for human unity and human peace; for a moral order in harmony
with the order of the universe. Together we share the quest for a society of the whole
equal to our needs. A society in which we need not live beneath our moral capacity, and
in which justice has a life of its own.
We are single cells in a body of [nearly seven] billion cells. The body is
humankind.
