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Unitarian Universalist minister Barbara Pescan, former minister at the Unitarian 
Church of Evanston, IL, writes:  

Give us courage to answer the cry of humanity's pain 
And with our bare hands, out of full hearts, 

with all our intelligence 
let us create the peace.1 

Answer the cry of humanity’s pain, she urges. In this Memorial Day prayer, Rev. 
Pescan replaces what has recently become a UU catchphrase, campaign, and really a 
denomination-wide charge “answer the call of love” with a charge that is subtly, yet 
profoundly, different. Answer the cry. Answering the cry is what those newly freed 
slaves in Charleston, South Carolina were doing as they gathered to re-bury the fallen 
Union soldiers who had died to disease and malnourishment in Confederate prisons.2 
In his sermon “The Roots of Memorial Day,” Rev. Erik Wikstrom explained that the 
conditions in that Confederate prison in Charleston were so poor that 257 Union 
soldiers died that spring of disease. All of them were buried together in a mass grave.3  

Wikstrom draws on research from Yale historian David Blight, who found that 
those newly freed slaves “re-buried [the fallen Union soldiers] with proper respect” and 
then on May 1st, 1865, dedicated the entire cemetery.4 Wikstrom writes that, “10,000 
people paraded along that racetrack in what the correspondent called, ‘a procession of 
friends and mourners as South Carolina and the United States never saw before.’”5  

 
1 Barbara Pescan, “Memorial Day Prayer,” Morning Watch, UUA WorshipWeb, 

https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/memorial-day-prayer.  
2 I am drawing here on content already conveyed in the “Intergenerational” part of the service, through a reading 

pulled from UU World magazine: Michelle Richards, “Remembering Liberation on Memorial Day,” UU World, 

May 30, 2011, https://www.uuworld.org/articles/remembering-liberation. 
3 Erik Wikstrom, “The Roots of Memorial Day,” A Sermon Delivered at Thomas Jefferson Memorial Church, 

Charlottesville, VA, May 27, 2018, https://www.uucharlottesville.org/sermons/may-27-2018-the-roots-of-memorial-

day/.  
4 Wikstrom, “The Roots of Memorial Day.”  
5 Wikstrom, “The Roots of Memorial Day.” 

https://www.allsoulsbraintreechurch.org/
https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/memorial-day-prayer
https://www.uuworld.org/articles/remembering-liberation
https://www.uucharlottesville.org/sermons/may-27-2018-the-roots-of-memorial-day/
https://www.uucharlottesville.org/sermons/may-27-2018-the-roots-of-memorial-day/
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Those freed slaves from Charleston answered to pain. They answered to squalor. 
They answered to the fact that the Union soldiers, who fought so hard for what they 
believed in, were disrespected in death as they were in life.  

And, yes, they answered to love too--the love they had for men who would put 
their lives on the line for them in a sacrifice of solidarity--but their response, their public 
witness on that inaugural Decoration Day, was primarily to a cry. To pain. Pain 
different, but by no means foreign to the pain the slaves themselves would have known. 
A century and a half later, we, our small but mighty community of Unitarian 
Universalists, can follow their lead.  

Unitarian Universalists--and particularly our Unitarian forebearers--have long 
been critiqued for being “too cerebral.” In the head-to-heart ratio, we’ve leaned at times 
too much toward the head. Toward rationality, and intellect. I take Rev. Pescan’s charge 
not to answer the call but to answer the cry as addressing that critique head-on.  

“Answering the call to love” -- the sentiment feels highly urgent amidst a 
national climate of building bunkers and barriers, of identity politics and partisanship--
and yet it can also carry with it connotations of election.  

The religious principle of election refers to the belief that God chooses a 
particular group of people in history to carry out a task, or to be eligible for entry into 
heaven. In some religious contexts, God creates covenants exclusively with and for her 
elected group. Unitarian Universalists believe instead in the worth and dignity of 
everyone. No one group is uniquely elected, or has a special relationship with God. For 
those of us who believe in an afterlife, we believe that a loving God would welcome 
everyone into it. 

  We must remember this part of our theology when we talk about “answering the 
call.” It is not a call that only some of us will hear or understand.  

This call won’t boom through the ether, from a divine murmur. And, therefore, it 
is not a call that we are meant to sit back and wait for. And...ultimately...it is not an 
abstract call: one that we live out metaphorically or symbolically by pledging our 
abstract support for our principles.  

We are all called, every single day--not through booming God sounds or abstract 
commitments. We are called to answer each other’s cries. To answer to humanity’s pain. 
In order that we rise up in solidarity and love, for justice and peace. Let us not forget 
that pain, freedom, justice, and love have always been intimately connected.  

Remembering that we are called democratically and actively accomplishes 
something else too.  
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It can help us shift the locus of our concern when misaligned, from wondering 
how to best “be” Unitarian Universalists to how to best “do” Unitarian Universalism. It 
reminds us that: 

● Whenever you engage viewpoints and communities other than your own in your 
opinion-formation, you are doing the Responsible part of the free and 
responsible search for truth and meaning. You are doing the 4th principle. 

● When you analyze the dynamics of privilege at work in a meeting or a 
conversation, you are enacting what you know about justice, equity, and 
compassion in human relations. You are doing 2nd Principle work. 

● And when you show up for someone in your neighborhood, church, or other 
network who is in pain and recognize that they are worth your time and 
energy...you are honoring the worth and dignity of everyone. You are living out 
our 1st Principle.  

The Quakers have a famous saying, “Proceed as way opens.” You might say it is 
one of their principles. It calls up biblical imagery for me of the Red Sea opening as 
Moses and the Israelites flee from slavery in Egypt, with the Egyptians at their heels. I 
would be remiss not to mention that the Quaker understanding of their own principle is 
a sophisticated one; it’s not necessarily about waiting passively for the perfect 
opportunity to announce itself...it’s more about patience and the sacred art of slowing 
and pausing.  

And yet, I worry that too many of us, when we hear that we are to answer the 
call--ARE waiting for the Red Sea to open in front of us. We are waiting for the path to 
be obvious, the call to be clear and unwavering. We are waiting to be called uniquely 
and specifically, and in those moments, we forget that anybody can do Unitarian 
Universalism because anybody can engage our UU principles.  

We are a people called in quiet, often indiscernible, ways. Our calls are messy 
and complex, because we have always been a tradition that honors complexity and 
nuance over simplicity. In that way, Way has rarely opened up for us like the Red Sea. 
We know that choosing to firmly back one cause might require immense sacrifice, or 
put pressure on other parts of the system. We are a people attuned to the far upstream 
and far downstream effects of any given action. Knowing this, some of us might be 
waiting for calls that will never come, never ring so clearly. 

  In other cases, we let the perfect be the enemy of the good. It is all too easy to 
forget that we are engaged in lifelong processes of formation and discernment--and to 
instead feel the need to make everything perfect and final today. Perfectionism, as a 
society and as a faith community, can also stop us short of action. 

In other cases, still, we hesitate because we anticipate only partial victories. Or 
we have a sinking feeling that the results that we hope for are not guaranteed at all, 



© Jenna Crawford 2019 

 

despite how hard we work. Our UU history alone is a constant reminder that the Arc of 
the Universe is Long. 

  And while we weigh the costs and benefits of acting, as we worry how we might 
be perceived by others, as we wonder if we are being UU enough, someone in our 
neighborhood has gotten bad news, or experienced a trauma, or lost a loved one. Rev. 
Heather Rion Starr writes, “[May we be restored to] our deep knowing that we have to 
take care of ourselves and each other with love and joy if we are to soulfully survive the 
world's mayhem.”6 When you look closely at our eight principles, a common thread 
emerges across them all. Relationship.  

All 8 are about relationship, about answering to each other in empathy, in 
acceptance, in justice, in reciprocity and respect despite difference, and in love. They are 
about letting a community different from our own do work on us in meaningful and 
enduring ways. “Doing” Unitarian Universalism is about showing up. This is a power 
shared by all of us; we don’t need to wait for a special call. “Doing” Unitarian 
Universalism is about acting in love to answer to each other, to minister to each other, 
to answer the cry...wherever it comes from.  

Pain, freedom, justice, and love have always been intimately connected. Pain and 
love...and freedom and justice. It is precisely our relationships across difference that 
will embody and bring to life our abstract commitments. Commitments to pluralism, to 
anti-racism, to reducing inequalities and creating beloved community. It has always 
worked this way.  

The Unitarian Universalist clergy and membership who wound up in Selma back 
in the ‘60s each were called there, literally called there, by somebody they knew and 
loved already on the scene. 

  Relationships, at once microcosms of the world, draw us into remote channels 
that we couldn’t have found alone. And we encounter vitality and life in those channels. 
I act on your behalf because I love you...your pain is my pain, and your joy, my joy. As 
companions in these wild places, we will rise up in solidarity and love, for justice and 
peace. 

  It is the act of casting our lot in with each other that draws our circles of concern, 
of need, wider. Of limited identities and scope alone...the wider and farther our 
connections, the better we understand the world.  

** 

May we remember the part of our theology that says that “No one group is 
uniquely elected, or has a special relationship with God” when we talk about answering 

 
6 Heather Rion Starr, “To Soulfully Survive the World’s Mayhem,” UUA WorshipWeb, 

https://www.uua.org/worship/words/benediction/soulfully-survive-worlds-mayhem.  

https://www.uua.org/worship/words/benediction/soulfully-survive-worlds-mayhem
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the call.  It is not a call that only some of us will hear or understand. As Unitarian 
Universalists, with deep reverence for complexity, Way might not open for us like the 
Red Sea. We are a people called--all of us, every day--in quiet, often indiscernible, ways. 
And may we never forget that anybody can do Unitarian Universalism because 
anybody can engage our UU principles. 

  “Doing” Unitarian Universalism is about showing up. This is a power shared by 
all of us. “Doing” Unitarian Universalism is about acting in love to answer to each 
other, to minister to each other, to answer the cry...wherever it comes from. It is 
precisely our relationships that will bring to life our abstract commitments. 

And When you answer the cry of another…may you remember the sacred 
interdependence that binds us...When you wade into someone else’s pain, may you find 
soft places to lay down your own. I like to imagine that that would have been the case 
for those freed slaves as they reburied their Union soldier siblings and dedicated the 
cemetery in their honor. 

  And may you grow in Unitarian Universalism as you embody the principles that 
call each and every one of us into Holy relationship. 

 

May it be so. 

Blessed be. 

Amen. 

 


