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“[Truth] speaks in a thousand tongues, and with a pen of iron graves her sentence on the rock 
forever.”1 

On the third window here on the left, the name of Rev. Theodore Parker is inscribed.  In 1841, 
he wrote a sermon for the ordination of his friend, Charles Shackford, that became one of the 
most famous sermons in our Unitarian history, titled “A Discourse of the Transient and 
Permanent in Christianity”. In it, he probed Christianity for what parts of it were fleeting 
cultural expressions and what parts speak to an underlying truth that sustains it through time.  
He put forth some rather radical claims, including the idea that Jesus himself was not the 
authority, just the messenger. His sermon would still read as heretical and rather scandalous 
among many today. 

He articulated a question that is at the heart of our tradition, a question that modern-day 
Unitarian Universalists still grapple with: What is universal, and what is particular?  What are 
the truths that bind all of humanity together, and what are the temporary and unique 
expressions that will change from age to age and culture to culture?  

“[Truth] speaks in a thousand tongues, and with a pen of iron graves her sentence on the rock 
forever.” 

 What is the sentence that is carved upon that rock? 

This is one of the key things that we do here together – grapple with that question, try read 
that sentence, to discover the truths that are shared, figure out what we must hold onto, and 
learn what we can let go of. 

I think this is one of the reasons that I am a bit of an obsessive news reader. I’m looking, sifting 
through the news to find out what is just a trend, and what points at something deeper.  I think 
I am hoping that a pattern will emerge over time, something that will unlock the secrets of 
human nature, if I just pay enough attention.  It started sometime in my teenage years, reading 
the daily paper over my bowl of cereal.  Much later, online content began to emerge, a whole 
new world of connectivity through the blogosphere, combined with access to all the major 
papers.  No longer limited to the local press, I can now read the New York Times, the 
Washington Post, the BBC news, the LA Times, as well as a few dozen trusted bloggers with 
specialties in particular subject areas.  

You are all capable of making up your own minds about our local daily paper, the Santa Barbara 
News Press.  Suffice it to say that it is not on my daily reading list.  But since we are talking 
about what changes and what stays the same over time, it is good to note that it was the Santa 
Barbara News Press, in 1962, which published, in its entirety, a sermon by the minister of this 
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 Theodore Parker’s A Discourse of the Transient and Permanent in Christianity: Preached at the Ordination of 

Charles C. Shackford, in the Hawes Place Church in Boston, May 19, 1841 was first published as a pamphlet, 
“Boston, Printed for the author [by Freeman and Bolles] 1841.” 
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congregation, Rev. Lex Crane, as part of its Pulitzer-Prize winning exposure of the John Birch 
Society. 

As we grapple with understanding what our work is in this world, I think it is useful to go back 
and look at these high points from our own history that might point us toward Truth; ways in 
which the particular, the expression of our faith in a specific time and place, might give us a 
glimpse of the universal, the underlying, carved-in-stone values that prompted the 
congregation to take a stand. 

So I talked with Lex, now a minister emeritus of this congregation, about this time in the life of 
the Unitarian Society, which he identifies as one of the high points of his ministry. 

The John Birch Society was founded in 1958 by Robert Welch (and as an aside, Fred Koch, 
father of the infamous Koch Brothers, was a co-founder) as a far-right anti-communist patriot 
group.  By 1962, they had opened up a bookstore here in Santa Barbara, right down on Canon 
Perdido, and started to recruit members.  Thomas Storke, the editor of the News Press, 
published a three-part series on the group.  Lex Crane took notice, and went down to the 
bookstore to read for himself the “Little Blue Book” that was their manifesto.  To quote Lex 
about his reaction at the time, “When I got back to my office, I read through the material, and 
as I did so my hair stood on end… It was first-rate demagoguery…the congregation was 
alarmed.” 

And so he preached about it, laying out the agenda of this group and calling the congregation to 
take notice and not let this demagoguery take hold.  As it would happen, a member of the 
congregation was an Executive Editor at the paper, and passed the sermon on to Thomas 
Storke.  Not long after, Storke ran a special edition of the paper with a front page editorial 
condemning the Birchers and a reprint of Lex’s  sermon on this inside.  The Associated Press 
picked up the story, and the Unitarian Society was suddenly getting lots of attention!   

A CBS news crew with the correspondent Harry Reasnor showed up to film Lex preaching the 
sermon from this pulpit, and then returned on a Sunday to get crowd shots of the congregation 
in the pews.  The bright lights of the camera crews created a not-very-worshipful atmosphere, 
and there were some questions in the congregation about how to proceed.  CBS never aired the 
segment, because it did not want to tangle with the Birchers in court. 

Not all of the attention was supportive.  A hammer and sickle was spray-painted on the wall 
outside, and rotten vegetables were thrown at the parsonage, which at the time was located a 
few blocks away up Santa Barbara street.   

But the congregation was committed, and did not back down from being a public voice calling 
out the Birch Society for being extremists.  It was not long before the bookstore closed down 
and the influence of the Birchers, at least here in Santa Barbara, waned. The newspaper won 
the Pulitzer Prize, and Lex was awarded an honorary Doctorate from Starr King School for the 
Ministry, his alma matter. 
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I asked Lex what kind of changes he saw in the congregation during his ministry here, changes 
that perhaps some of you here in this room were a part of.  He observed that when he arrived, 
the congregation was fairly apolitical.  Small “c” conservative, not interested in mixing religion 
and politics.  Over the course of his ministry, that congregation moved from this division into 
increasing comfort with engagement.  Perhaps that was the arc of the nation, of the transition 
from the 1950’s into the 1960’s, but something started here in this congregation that has 
continued ever since, some foundational principle was unearthed that has sustained through 
time. Over the years the congregation has taken a number of courageous steps, from hosting a 
Nicaraguan family seeking sanctuary from the Civil War – the family lived up in Blake lounge for 
several months – to taking a stand on Vietnam, launching the early days of Transition House 
and now the Freedom Warming Centers - this community has not shied away from civic and 
political engagement. 

So what is it, what is that principle that was unearthed when Lex took to this pulpit and called 
out the John Birch Society for being a menace to democracy?  What is the truth that will call to 
us, as we discern the future of our community through good times and bad? What is the thread 
that runs through all the places where we have found it necessary to stand up, not as a group of 
individuals who happen to agree on a political point of view, but as community hearing a call 
that is connected to something deeper than just the headlines of the day? 

Looking back at the issues where we have taken a stand, as Unitarians and Universalists over 
the decades and centuries, I think I can discern something of what ties them together. 

We are concerned, and we always have been, about things that subdivide and separate us.  
These movements like the Johan Birch Society, whether they are political or spiritual or both, 
these organizations or laws or sects or Gods that are given the power to subdivide and separate 
are in direct opposition to the Unitarian and Universalist core values of wholeness and 
interconnection.   That is, after all, the first syllable of our names – Uni – One  - one people, one 
fate, one reality, one earth.  We are many transient beings connected with a permanent truth, 
and we are interested in moving toward each other, not away from each other. We are working 
to shift the world toward connection, rather than giving in to the impulses that will break us 
apart.   

Lex, at the end of his sermon, after outlining all of the ways in which the ideology and actions of 
the Birch Society was harmful, he closed with these words: “We ought to try not to hate them, 
be disgusted with them, shout and snarl at them, for this will only drive them deeper into their 
relation with the group, for there they will find acceptance and confirmation. We ought to be as 
patient as we can, realizing that the people are doing what they feel they must do. They are as 
much to be pitied as censured. They are terribly frightened. Everywhere they look they see 
Communists. They don't know whom to trust, to depend on. Don't condemn them. Don't 
threaten them. Let them talk about their views. Question them closely. Sometimes just hearing 
their own words spoken in the presence of someone who is calm and rational will help them to 
feel their absurdity. Be patient. Be firm. This too will pass, if we are alert and watchful.” 
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Lex was standing on the side of Love before we had the t-shirts and stoles.  He was troubled by 
the Birchers actions and political motivations, but he held up their humanity at the same time.  
Don’t hate them for acting out of their fear.  He refused to do to them what they did to him.  
This congregation, in taking a stand, refused to become what the Birchers hoped to provoke – 
an enemy. 

It is so much easier when you have an enemy.  When you can stake out your ground and defend 
it from all attacks.  The John Birch Society was looking for enemies under every rock. It is 
tempting, when confronted with such fears, to oblige and become the enemy that they seek.  
But that is not the way of love, that is not the way of integrity and wholeness. 

Let us never become enemies.   

When the John Birch society revealed itself to be small, and mean, and limited, the only way to 
counter that worldview, the only way to move people out of their fear is to show up with 
something bigger, to show up in a way that opens minds and hearts, rather than battling it out 
in cramped quarters.  Study after study has shown that in a battle between to opposing points 
of view, no one moves. But if you can expand your arena to encompass theirs, if you can 
explode the boundaries that they have placed around their perspective by including them in 
your argument, if you can make “them” into “we”,  if we can hold onto the expansive vision of 
our common humanity, then we just might actually shift people’s hearts ad change people’s 
minds. And the people who might have been tempted by fear into that narrow space, they 
might realize that their hearts, their lives are bigger than that.  Bigotry, division, racism, hatred, 
these are very small spaces.   We are called into a larger life than that. 

On the cusp of a new ministry with you, I cannot help but wonder where we will be called 
during our time together.  

The fundamental truth that we are interconnected gives rise to the specific occasions, found in 
every era, to take a stand. The permanent gives purpose and shape to the transient – we live 
with both.  We must allow ourselves to be both finite and infinite, to live in the confinements of 
our own time and space, and yet with an intuition that there is more out there, a river flowing 
through us, an expression of the universal in the particular.   

 


