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Themes: Estrangement, Masks, Our First UU Principle, Nonconformity, Transcendentalism, 

Our Universalist Soteriology, Halloween, Samhain.  
 
 Are we tired yet of all this mask-talk? Did anyone have a moment when they 

read that they could dress up in Halloween costumes for church—or other events this 

weekend—try to layer a mask on top of a mask? We are managing…so many masks. I 

asked the staff team earlier this week if they had any favorite masks from the pandemic. 

I learned that the answer to that question is a resounding yes, of course. (You know our 

staff team).  

 Sara Elizabeth has found a way to merge accessorizing with mask-wearing with 
this amazing bedazzled cloth mask. Our Music Director Laura Nevitt has this fantastic 
Starbucks mask that they wear because they love coffee.  And, Tom, Pugh, of course, has 
an endless collection of rainbow surgical masks. I learned that all of Rev. Catie's masks 
are thoughtful gifts from her aunt, a friend, and UU community members. Of course, 
they made her lots of masks with rainbow colors and even space themes! And Susanna 
has a beloved mask that’s still at home that is covered in limes, made from First Parish’s 
very own Si Si Goneconto. [Jenna shows the congregation all of these masks hiding in a 
Halloween Jack-O-Lantern bucket].  

 And as we heard from the Time for All Ages, Halloween became a time when 

people would also wear masks and other costumes and that tradition dates back to the 

Celtic pagan tradition of Samhain; since spirits were believed to draw close during this 

time of year, folks would dress up in costumes to try to evade them. Slightly removed 

from its roots, Halloween has become a beloved tradition in our country where kids 

and adults alike dress up as their favorite TV and movie characters or historical heroes. 

Some of my most noteworthy Halloween costumes included dressing up as Moaning 

Myrtle from Harry Potter and as a recycling bin. 

 These masks are either fun, or functional and adaptive.  Of course, surgical 

masks and other face coverings have been an extremely important adaptation to help us 

curb the spread of Covid-19 in our communities; they serve an important purpose. And 

Halloween costumes and masks—so long as we are careful not to culturally 

misappropriate through our costumes—are a fun annual tradition. But there are other 

masks that are not quite so adaptive. 

 As we heard in our reading this morning, the famous theologian Paul Tillich 

believed that there was one principal problem with modernity as he understood it: 
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estrangement. The structures of modernity force estrangement on us in three parts: 

estrangement from self, estrangement from each other, and estrangement from the 

holy.1 Essentially, we are wearing, Paul Tillich recognized, so many masks. I can only 

imagine what he would say about estrangement when you cross modernity with a 

global pandemic. 

 We’ve been talking this month about “legacy” in church; we heard stories about 

the Unitarians’ complicity in the national boarding school campaign to erase indigenous 

culture and expression on the Crow reservation in Montana.2 We can see in that story 

and others like it that white supremacy and cis-hetero-supremacy force black and 

indigenous people of color and queer folks along with so many other marginalized 

groups behind masks. To be accepted (and it never really was full acceptance either), 

you had to assimilate. You had to be something other than yourself, leaving behind all 

of your customs and heritage and authenticity. You must, first and foremost, wear this 

mask. It is clear that our UU values have not always been lived out in the world in 

practice.  

There are other masks too to add to our roll call, as Tillich predicted it. Masks 

that, like Halloween costume masks over surgical masks, just get layered one on top of 

the other. We are handed down scripts from early childhood about certain things. If 

you’re too emotional, you become a burden on people. Or, you can ask for help but only every so 

often or else it’s too much. Those scripts we inherit differ slightly from person to person, 

and family to family, but every family has them.  

We get handed more scripts as we get older: a person in this career behaves in this 

kind of way, or a good parent responds like this and not like that. Some of these lessons are 

adaptive, but they become maladaptive when they get spun into masks so paper thin 

that we don’t even realize we are wearing them—acting out old stories that might not 

actually be true anymore, maybe were never even true in the first place.  

There’s also the mask of self-curation. Social media like Facebook and Instagram 

promote this form of mask-wearing. That’s because the mechanism is anticipating how 

people will respond when they see you. When we do that, we’re putting on a mask; 

we’re more in the realm of performing ourselves than really being ourselves. 

This conversation is not a new one. Our theological ancestors the 

Transcendentalists wanted to live in a world without masks. Nineteenth-century, Euro-

American, Transcendentalist Henry David Thoreau famously said, and I’ve updated the 

 
1 Paul Tillich, “You Are Accepted,” Unknown date and location, 
https://wedgeblade.net/files/archives_assets/20810.pdf. 
2 See: Rev. Catie Scudera, “Cultural Legacy,” A Sermon Delivered at First Parish in Needham, Needham, MA, Oct 10, 
2021. 

https://wedgeblade.net/files/archives_assets/20810.pdf
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language to reflect our modern standards of equality, “If a [person] does not keep pace 

with [their] companions, perhaps it is because [they] hear a different drummer. Let 

[them] step to the music which [they] hear, however measured or far away.” This was 

one of the things about Unitarian Universalism that initially drew me in as a teenage 

convert; I loved hanging out with the UU youth group because everybody felt so 

authentic, showing me the way of died purple hair and writing your own songs and not 

thinking too much about what people think in the process. It is one of the blessings and 

gifts of our free-church movement that values nonconformity. But slightly misplaced in 

the Transcendentalists’ theology and worldview at the time was this notion that it 

would be easy and safe to just take off the mask and follow the beat of one’s own inner 

drummer.  

 So, what would that Henry David Thoreau theology of the inner drummer look 

like today? Euro-American UU minister Rev. Nancy McDonald Ladd, in her book After 

the Good News: Progressive Faith Beyond Optimism, sees answering this question as the 

heart of what liberal religion needs to grapple with in the twenty-first century. Liberal 

religion needs to speak to this problem of estrangement, she argues. I would say, it 

looks like starting with the systemic, and challenging the white and cis-hetero 

supremacy, the toxic masculinity, the capitalism and ableism, and the other toxic 

ideologies that force people to carry around masks in the first place in order to be safe. 

And it looks like wondering about the masks that we wear and if we can risk letting 

some of them down (the ones of course that do not threaten safety but feel ripe to let go 

of) in service of real connection, especially during this time when we need connection 

so desperately. Tillich says, elsewhere in the sermon, “for life belongs to life.”3 And it 

looks like seeing those two things as intimately related: real relationships and our 

justice work—they are so so tied together, two sides of the same mask. 

 In the words of Paul Tillich, when it comes to separation and estrangement, 

“Grace strikes us when we are in great pain and restlessness...Sometimes at that 

moment a wave of light breaks into our darkness, and it is as though a voice were 

saying: ‘You are accepted. You are accepted, accepted by that which is greater than you, 

and the name of which you do not know.’”4 

 May you remember Tillich’s benediction to us this week. You are accepted. Just 

as you are, however you come. May you remember that we are the theological 

inheritors of some really big subversive ideas—inheritors of nonconformity on the 

Unitarian side and, on the Universalist side, that you don’t have to be any particular 

way to be saved or to be loved. And may we work together to build this world without 

 
3 Tillich.  
4 Tillich.  
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any non-adaptive masks, a world in which both of those subversive theologies are not 

just professed beliefs, but true and lived for everybody. For life belongs to life.   

 May it be so. 

 Blessed be, and Amen. 


