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On Friday, as I began writing this sermon in a café, I noticed that the man at the 

neighboring table had a Bible open. I gently inquired, “Are you by chance writing a 

sermon?”  Yes! For the next fifteen minutes we swapped stories about our sermon ideas 

and the challenges of and love of ministry. A great conversation even though from the 

beginning it was clear that we were theologically different.   

 

What does it take to be civil to people who are different than we are? What does tolerance 

of difference really mean?  What does it look like to truly treat each person with inherent 

worth and dignity—or, as my café neighbor might say, as people made in the image of God? 

 

There’s no secret that our nation is deeply divided. Issues of immigration, gun violence, 

women’s health, and the role of government intervention are all hotly contested. But you 

know all this.  Many of us are struggling with how to navigate the deeply rutted landscape 

of our nation.  The impact is not just political—it wears on our spirits.  

 

Today I want to suggest that (re)claiming Liberal values may be a helpful resource. To be 

honest, I make this case for Liberalism with some trepidation. In the new book, A Thousand 

Small Sanities: The Moral Adventure of Liberalism, Adam Gopnik makes clear that there are 

substantive criticisms of Liberalism from the right as well as the left. The right sees 

Liberalism as too permissive and the left sees Liberalism as too weak, too slow, and, well, 

just too little. Although Gopnik acknowledges the critiques of liberalism from both sides, he 

still wishes to defend “a distinct idea of a liberal tradition.”  To defines this liberal tradition, 

he writes: 

  

“It’s really very much in line with the way we use the term in our ordinary speech—

to reference people and parties with an equal commitment to reform and to liberty, 

who want both greater equality among men and women and an ever-greater 

tolerance for difference among them, too.”  (5-6) 

 

Defining Liberalism is no easy task. When I asked my 22-year son what he thought of the 

word “liberal,” he paused (long enough for me to wonder if he was just ignoring mom) and 

then said, “well, it depends on who is saying it and in what context.” Agreed.  Liberal can 

simply mean “not conservative” or it can refer to a long tradition Gopnik references.  
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When I think of Liberal with a capital “L”, I think of the philosophical tradition of 

Liberalism. As you may recall from high school or college history, the Liberal tradition 

emerged in the 17th century and is widely associated with the writings of Thomas Hobbes 

and John Locke.  This was an era in which “the world turned upside down”—to quote the 

title of a famous 17th century English ballad. In the preceding century, the Protestant 

Reformation created a rupture not only with Rome and the Catholic church, but also with 

many of the Kings and Queens whose absolute and divinely ordained power came under 

question.  Across Europe, the divisions of religion and politics turned violent, even bloody.  

 

I think this context matters. Liberalism emerged after a time of deep divides and massive 

cultural change. As the world turned upside down, new questions about how to organize 

society emerged.  

 

Can we live together in peace if we hold different religious beliefs? Who or what 

determines what is true and good? Who is in charge—and why? What can I expect for the 

safety and livelihood of my family? What duties do I owe to others?  

 

Liberalism offered radical new answers to these questions. Rather than sorting people into 

groups defined as Protestant or Catholic, Nobles or serfs, Liberalism began with the 

individual who was believed to be good and capable of moral progress. What individuals 

needed—and deserved—was freedom to pursue their life.  Beginning with this 

commitment to individual liberty, Liberalism then had to wrestle with how to relate 

individuals to each other. What if my freedom of belief conflicts with your freedom of 

action? What duties do I have to protect your freedoms? What responsibilities do you have 

to me if we’ve made a contract?  

 

The history of Liberalism is a long one of varying answers to these questions and others. 

Rather than try and lay it all out today, I want to emphasize that Liberalism emerges from a 

time of conflict and division. When I think about the roots of Liberalism, I think of 

populations of people who have lived through generations of violence and uncertainty. 

After efforts to force uniformity of thought and action failed again and again, Liberalism 

proposed individual freedoms, rights, and responsibilities supported by the laws of 

government. In other words, Liberals promoted a vision of society in which people could 

think and act differently from one another without erupting into violence. At its best, 

Liberalism promotes a vision of a tolerant society interacting civilly with one another—

even with those with whom you disagree.  

 

The tenants of Liberalism impacted religious outlooks as well. In 1819, the Rev. William 

Ellery Channing, delivered a sermon, “Unitarian Christianity” in which he counseled the 
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congregation, “Do not, brethren, shrink from the duty of searching God’s Word for 

yourselves, through fear of human censure and denunciation.”  The individual is charged 

with searching for religious truth. Channing also makes clear his conviction that humanity 

is endowed with an innate goodness, referring to humanity as “free and moral beings.” 

Rather than submit to the tyranny of religious hierarchies, Channing extols his listeners to 

take personal responsibility for their religious life and their moral character. Can you hear 

the Liberalism? 

 

As descendants of the liberal religious tradition, Unitarian Universalists today affirm the 

“free and responsible search for truth and meaning.” We strive to uphold the worth and 

dignity of every person. We act to preserve the rights of people—fighting for marriage 

equality, the dignity of Black Lives, the preservation of a women’s right to choose, and 

equitable access for and treatment of transgender people.   

 

But we are living in a nation with strong illiberal currents. Bigoted rhetoric of exclusion 

geared towards immigrants, Muslims, women, transgender folks, disabled persons, and 

more has ricocheted across mass media. More than words, policies on immigration have 

become more restrictive—including bans from predominantly Muslim nations. This is not 

just a Washington problem . . . this is a national problem. 

 

As Jill Lepore makes clear in her newest book, This America: The Case for the Nation, these 

illiberal currents are nothing new.  Our founding documents proclaimed liberty and 

protected slavery. Generations of white European immigrants freely arrived in the 17th and 

18th centuries, while immigration restrictions in the 19th and early 20th century curtailed 

immigration based on ideas of superior and inferior races.   

 

So, who are we as a nation? Are we the persistent and recurring patterns of inequality and 

injustice? Or are we the declaration of freedoms and equality? On this tension, Lepore 

writes: 
 

A nation founded on universal ideas will never stop fighting over the meaning of its 

past and the direction of the future. That doesn’t mean the past or future is 

meaningless, or directionless, or that anyone can afford to sit out the fight. The 

nation, as ever, is the fight. (137) 
 

In other words, the nation is both. The nation is the fight for how we make sense of our 

history and our hopes. The nation is the fight for how we live out the universal values of 

freedom and equality while doing so within the boundaries of a particular nation-state. The 

nation is the fight for how we will live together, for whose lives will matter and whose will 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2019/09/26/trumps-muslim-ban-really-was-muslim-ban-thats-what-data-suggest/
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not, for who will have a voice and vote, and for how we open and how we protect our 

borders.  

 

Where do we stand as Liberal religious persons in this fight?  

 

Admittedly, fighting for the nation is not something with which we Liberals often feel 

comfortable. In our current divided context, flying flags and wearing flag lapel buttons can 

often be seen as a shorthand symbol for being “conservative.” Patriotism is conflated with 

conservativism which is further conflated with nationalism. But must patriotism and 

nationalism be conflated? 

 

In This America, Lepore argues for the need to write the story of nation in ways that does 

not reproduce nationalism. She cautions, 

 

“When serious historians abandon the study of nation, when scholars stop trying to 

write a common history for a people, nationalism doesn’t die. Instead, it eats 

liberalism.” (20) 

 

Much of her book recounts the ways that nation, nationalism, and liberalism intertwine in 

U.S. history. In writing this history, she is arguing for the ongoing “fight” of how we 

understand who we are as a nation. It’s a fight she believes in. She writes, 

 

“Liberalism is still in there. The trick is getting it out. There’s only one way to do 

that. It requires grabbing and holding onto a very good idea:  that all people are 

equal and endowed from birth with inalienable rights and entitled to equal 

treatment, guaranteed by a nation of laws. This requires making the case for the 

nation.” (20)  

 

Making the case for the nation, or even expressing love for a country, does not need to 

devolve into the exclusive, illiberalism of nationalism. And, yes, there may be many better 

ways of organizing how we organize ourselves other than nations. But, as you heard in the 

reading, Lepore argues that the era of the nation-state does not appear to be going away 

any time soon.  Furthermore, she states, “In American history, liberals have failed, time and 

again, to defeat illiberalism except by making appeals to national aims and ends.” (131) 

 

Perhaps it’s time that we unapologetically claim our liberal roots and liberal commitments. 

As illiberal streams in our nation create havoc and harm for so many people, it’s critical to 

fight back with our own values of equality and dignity, of inalienable rights and inherent 

worth. 
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This is not simply a political fight—although sometimes it may be. This is a struggle for 

how we want to live together with others. This is a struggle for how people will be allowed 

to live, to love, to choose or to not have a choice.  

 

And, this is a struggle for civility. The roots of civility lie in the Liberal tradition as an 

alternative to the violence of war or the tyranny of power resting in the hands of a few. The 

roots of civility lie in a commitment to disagree without disrespecting another’s dignity.  In 

a time of such deep divisions, our capacity for civility threatens to be eclipsed by 

dehumanizing rhetoric and acts—both those of individuals and, at times, by the state.  Part 

of our struggle today is how to firmly disagree, take a clear stand, and not devolve into 

disdain. In other words, civility is holding fast to both our own free and responsible search 

for truth and meaning and the inherent worth and dignity of every person—even those 

with whom we disagree.   

 

Our nation is far from perfect. We have legacies of injustice to American Indians, enslaved 

Africans, women, immigrants, and more.  And, despite the progress that has been made in 

civil rights over the centuries, there is much that remains to do. 

 

In his understanding of liberalism, Adam Gopnik says, “Liberalism’s task is not to imagine 

the perfect society and drive us toward it but to point out what’s cruel in the society we 

have now and fix it if we possibly can.” (31) 

 

So, let us do what we can to make a better world—including a better nation. Our fight is not 

just a political one, it is a moral one for the dignity of persons and for a community shaped 

by justice. Let us hold fast to our shared liberal values and relish being part of the ongoing 

struggle for a more just and free world.  

 

So may it be. 


