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Abstract 
Ella Baker's words offer a poignant reminder that while we are keepers of the dream and the 

struggle, it didn't begin with us, nor will it end when we depart. Come join a service that 
acknowledges our place on the journey and places the question "What is ours to do?" on the 

altar of our souls for consideration. 



Some fine people take the stance that politics and religion do not mix. Today I offer the argument 
that they are inextricably entwined and have been for all time. And I’m not referring to the grand 
manipulations of peoples using religion as a tool to divide, to conquer and to control. We certainly 
have many examples of these and in fact, Trinitarianism itself is a product of a political battle as 
much or more so that a battle about religious thought. Instead, I refer to two other aspects: 
speaking truth to power and hope for the long haul. 

Jesus, call him teacher, call him prophet, call him Christ or simply call him Jesus – but this morning 
let’s call him what he was: a social activist and a community organizer. Some would add other 
amplifiers of those roles like radical or subversive but we need not do so to explore the core 
efforts of this historic figure. To speak truth to power and to offer hope. 

Today, we do so from afar in time, nearly 2000 years, but also in distance. From way up on the 
balcony and that’s important.  Because the battle Jesus fought exists as an epic, many sequeled 
saga. And the saga continues today. 

Picture him now - literally if you want. But if you do, please avoid the blond hair, white guy with 
euro features version. It just isn’t so! 

Picture him facing the tax collectors. “Is it right to pay taxes to Caesar? Yes or no?” Jesus replied 
“Give to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s. And give to God the things that are God’s.” 

Picture him driving the money changers out of the temple, not simply because it was a house of 
prayer but because they were fleecing people. A robber’s den.  

And picture him on the cross. Speaking truth to power with his body. That body and that voice 
present throughout the gospels. Truth to power, not with a hammer but with his presence. His 
presence as a person who was called by his religion to say “this is not right.” His body and his 
presence also as a beacon of hope to his followers. 

"But woe to you Pharisees! For you pay tithe of mint and rue and every kind of garden herb, and 
yet disregard justice and the love of God; but these are the things you should have done without 
neglecting the others.” 

His body and his voice, called by his religion, showing up for justice throughout the gospels, 
teaching others who would follow and through it all, offering hope that it was achievable.  

Take a wider view now of those specific interactions in political arenas and see each of these 
surrounded by his life of teaching, of reaching across borders, physical and cultural to build 
relationships with those who had been othered. Rejecting his own disciples as they urged him on 
at times and instead, he insisted on stopping. Stopping to talk with the unclean and shunned 
woman. Stopping to engage with the Samaritan woman at the well. Stopping for the lepers. 
Stopping for the woman who would be stoned. His religion, his words, his deeds were so very 
clearly aimed at a more just world, challenging systems of power rooted in greed rather than 
justice. 



These stories are all part of what Biblical scholar Walter Brueggeman calls a ‘sustained 
contestation’ and speaks to the longevity of the battle, the epic battle, to speak truth to power 
and to do so from a religious stance. In holding up the Bible itself as that ‘sustained contestation’ 
Brueggeman calls us today to be contestants for truth. His analysis invites us to connect the world 
experiences of today with the well-worn battles of the past. I argue it’s the same battle. It is an 
epic battle.  

Like all good stories of epic proportions - Lord of the Rings, The Stand, Star Wars --- our real battle 
for truth to power when power does not reflect truth is not for the weary. It requires an equally 
large store of hope and solid grounding in our core values. In our context of our UU values. 

Take that view of Jesus and his life of speaking truth to power and ask “what is different today?” 
Here in year 2016. Surely there are differences and some are large. Some parts of our world have 
seen greater progress in terms of justice.  

It would be soul sucking, however, to list the similarities. Misogyny, slavery, racism, ableism, 
classism, and other isms. They may appear differently and certainly exist in varying degrees but 
they are not hard to find and for some of our siblings, some right here they are all too visible. 

It is the same battle and it is epic. 

And it is ours.  

Just as it was Jesus’s. 

“The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.” So said our forebear Theodore 
Parker in 1810. Martin Luther King said it in 1964 and it is useful imagery as we imagine this epic 
battle today. But the goal cannot be clarity of image. It has to be clarity of soul. 

How then, in a battle that has lasted for all time, do we find the will to commit ourselves? 

On December 18th of the year 1865, the 13th amendment of the US constitution was ratified 
making the end of slavery official, eight months after the end of the civil war. 

38 years later, Ella Jo Baker was born in Norfolk, Virginia. She grew up hearing her grandmother 
tell her stories of her enslavement.  As a slave, her grandmother had been whipped for refusing to 
marry a man chosen for her by the slave owner. Her grandmother's pride and resilience in the 
face of racism and injustice continued to inspire Ella throughout her life. 

As a student at Shaw University in Raleigh, NC, Ella challenged unfair school policies.  After 
graduating as class valedictorian, she moved to New York City and became active in justice 
seeking organizations. Three years out of college she joined the Young Negroes Cooperative 
League, worked with women's organizations and others focused on economic justice for all 
people.  Involvement with the NAACP followed where she worked as a field secretary and then 
director of branches. Ella was inspired by the bus boycott in Montgomery, Alabama, and co-
founded the organization In Friendship to raise money to fight against Jim Crow Laws in the deep 



South. The year I was born, 1957, Baker moved to Atlanta to help organize Martin Luther King's 
new organization, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference. She also ran a voter registration 
campaign called the Crusade for Citizenship. 

On February 1, 1960, a group of black college students from North Carolina A&T University 
refused to leave a Woolworth's lunch counter in Greensboro, where they had been denied 
service. Baker left the SCLC after those sit-ins. She wanted to assist the new student activists 
because she viewed young, emerging activists as a resource and an asset to the movement. Ella 
organized a meeting at Shaw University for the student leaders of the sit-ins in April 1960. From 
that meeting, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, SNCC, was born. 

Adopting the Gandhian theory of nonviolent direct action, SNCC members joined with activists 
from the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) to organize the 1961 Freedom Rides. Freedom 
Summer followed drawing national attention to Mississippi’s racism and resulting in more 
registered black votes. 

With Ella Baker's guidance and encouragement, SNCC became one of the foremost advocates for 
human rights in the country. Ella Baker once said, "This may only be a dream of mine, but I think it 
can be made real." 

121 years after the 13th amendment she died at age 83. During her lifetime the arc shifted and 
part of that shift was in the influence she had in inspiring the next generation. Like Jesus, she took 
quite seriously the task of passing on the lessons so others might lead. So much so, she earned the 
nickname ‘Fundi’ – Swahili for a person who teaches a craft to the next generation. Ella spoke 
truth to power over and over again and embodied hope by placing it in the activism of the next 
generation. 

The song we heard earlier, Ella’s Song, was written to honor her. It is considered an anthem – 

 “a meditation on the ultimate lesson of the freedom fight passed down generationally by Ms. Ella 
herself that is meant to be spoken boldly out loud or under one’s breath as the situation demands 
to empower both purpose and resolve” 

The Ella Baker Center for Human Rights notes that  

“with mega jails and private prisons, mandatory sentences, and newly minted laws that remove 
the need to prove intentional motivation, it is clear that the net is broadening and we must come 
together as Ms. Ella would bid us to fight for our collective freedom and rights. That’s the only 
way we’ll create a permanent redirection of the current way of things.” 

A shift in the arc … gains in the epic battle? 

Friends, there is urgency in their message 



I ask you to return to the epic view once more. Up on the balcony, grounded in the religiosity of 
the man, Jesus, inspired by this one woman, Ella Baker and her contribution to the epic battle, see 
your place in the struggle. See our place in the struggle.  

Though the battle be epic, there is urgency.  

Jesus felt it.  

Ella felt it.  

So must we. 

Before losing her gig at MSNBC, Melissa Harris-Perry named this urgency by reading the names of 
some of the hundreds of men who were killed by police across our country in the last decade, 
including Eric Garner and Michael Brown. All unarmed at the time of their deaths.  

“From 2006 to 2012 a white police officer killed a black person at least twice a week in this 
country,” she said, speaking truth to power. She then noted that Ferguson, where Brown was shot 
dead, is close to the place from which the slave Dred Scott waged a legal battle for his freedom. 
She quoted from the notorious Supreme Court case which rejected Scott’s claim because, in the 
infamous words of Chief Justice Roger Taney, he had “no rights which the white man was bound 
to respect.” 

“no rights which the white man was bound to respect.” 

Lest we think it is only men, recall Tanisha Anderson, 37, Yvette Smith, 47, Miriam Carey, 34, 
Shelly Frey, 27, Darneesha Harris, 16 and Sandra Bland, 28. These just a few of the names from 
recent years. 

The battle is epic and it continues. As I listened to Nikki’s addition to the reading by Chris Sims, 
images of the white children I’ve companioned through Special Olympics came to mind And so 
too, the children of color. Our world makes me cry. We cannot opt out because of tears. And we 
cannot opt out because we cannot win it before we leave. As a people of religion it’s not possible 
to look down upon the battle and not see our place.  

We who believe . . . 

And we do believe 

“We who believe in freedom cannot rest until it comes” does not require that it come in our 
lifetime. 

As a people of religion we must embody that mantra and then because it won’t come, not all of it, 
we must heed Ella’s message to teach our young people well. Through sharing the stories of our 
pieces of the struggle but also by taking their hands as together we fight for justice – and then 
letting them take ours. Letting them lead as we follow. Recognizing their leadership may feel 
edgier, riskier as perhaps our leadership felt to the generations who welcomed us in the battle. 



I mentioned hope at the beginning of this morning’s message. I said some people take the stance 
that politics and religion do not mix but I would argue that they are inextricably entwined and 
have been for all time. And that two things made that so --- speaking truth to power and the need 
for hope. 

I bet I’m not alone in wanting to ignore all-things-politic right now. It’s like a nasty infection that 
just flares up every time you give it any attention. It doesn’t help that I make myself watch the 
debates. All of the debates. Though truth-be-told, as it always should be, I’ve not been able to go 
the distance on the Republican debates. But surely I’m also not alone in just feeling sick about 
some of what’s been shared. I find the anti-immigrant, anti-muslim, anti-women, anti-humanity 
assaults hideous. But gazing down from the balcony as we have this morning, I find them 
dangerous too. The battle is epic. It’s not over. 

We must speak truth to power and keep our souls grounded in religious values and hope. We 
ourselves must be courageous like Ella and Jesus. We must be firm in our resolve and find others 
across boundaries who are courageous in theirs. We must be open to hearing hard truths and 
making brave decisions.  

What does that look like? 

It might be flying a Black Lives banner like so many of our sister congregations here in 
Massachusetts and across the country. It might be supporting Carolyn and Gordie Corzine in their 
efforts to pass a business resolution at our General Assembly that will divest us from any 
securities in the five corporations involved in human rights abuses of Palestinians. It could be 
learning more about how to work for Climate justice and then acting in accordance. 

But there is a larger thing too: making sure we engage all of our generations. Remembering the 
battle is epic, we have a choice about how we equip the next generation, give them hope and let 
them offer it to us. The battle will remain. The only question – the only question, is how we pass 
the baton. 

And what could that look like? First of all -- UUCM already does this so well with multiage groups 
serving meals at Lifebridge and staffing Family Promise. But we can and will do more in the 
coming year. Heck, we could even start next month. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to have the largest 
and most multigenerational group rainbow up and march in the Saturday, June 11th Pride Parade. 
It seems particularly fitting as a tribute to Gary!  

May it be so, friends. May it be so~ 
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