
“The Right of Conscience  
and the Use of the Democratic Process” 

The Unitarian Church of Lincoln 
Sunday, November 6, 2016 

“In a world which exemplifies moist frequently the paths of the 
autocrat and the ‘abdicrat,’ it is no modest achievement to salute the 

route of democracy.”

Tom Owen-Towle 

Gathering of the Community 
Ringing of Bell 
Welcome and Announcements 
Prelude: “Tis Autumn” by Henry Nimo


Stating Intent 
Chalice Lighting: by G. Woods 

	 Read by Sandra Washington

Opening words: by G. Woods

	 Read by G. Woods

Hymn: #1028 “The Fire of Commitment”


Time for all ages 
Shared Story: told by Michelle Liedbgot-Osinga

Children’s Song: #1023 “Building Bridges”


Deepening 
Reading: by Oprah Winfrey

Musical Interlude: Blue Monk” by Thelonius Monk

Sermon: “The Right of Conscience 


and the Use of the Democratic Process”

Offering and Offertory: “The Autumn Leaves”


Returning to Community: the work of the people 
Sharing of Joys and Sorrows 
Meditation 



Integration and Release 
Closing Hymn: #1026 “If Every Woman in the World”

Postlude: “Bluesette” by Toots Thielemans

In honor of Toots Thielemans, who wrote this song and was a 
maestro of harmonica, guitar, whistling, and generosity of spirit.

Closing Words:  by Rebecca Townsend in Nuvo, 

	 	  2012 Election Guide, p. 17.


Stating Intent 
Chalice Lighting: by G. Woods 


We kindle the hearth fire of this congregation:

a flame of solidarity with one another


and all Unitarian Universalists around the world.

May its light illuminate our minds


and its warmth comfort our hearts

as we vow 


to live together in peace.


Opening words: by G. Woods

As a caring and inclusive spiritual community,


we welcome each and every one of you

who come as seekers for truth and meaning;


who come yearning for community that opens

its mind and heart to all who care about people 


of all persuasions and our glorious planet;

who come with sorrow or hope,


insecurities or confidence;

or any of the varied thoughts and emotions


we human beings carry into community,

so long as they hurt neither ourselves nor others


You are indeed welcome here.

(G. Woods, 2012)




Hymn: #1028 “The Fire of Commitment”


Time for all ages 
Shared Story: told by Michelle Liebgott-Osinga

Children’s Song: #1023 “Building Bridges”


Deepening 
Reading: by Oprah Winfrey


No matter who you are or how you're voting, I hope that 
when you cast your ballot, you'll take just a moment to think 
about this great privilege freedom brings.  The everyday 
news of the world is often so overwhelming that it numbs us 
to other people's pain.  What can we do?  How do we make 
a difference?  Vote!  That's our real voice and our real 
choice in matters that seem beyond our control.  We get to 
put into positions of power people who are aligned with the 
way we want the world to operate.


Though our dissonance and discord can be disheartening, 
the right to disagree is actually one we should cherish.  It 
sets us apart from so many other societies around the world 
-- as does the right to vote our feelings, our beliefs, our 
hopes!  The people we choose to represent and lead us 
reflect our collective consciousness.  We get the leadership 
we deserve, based on what the majority of us agree to. 
 Casting a ballot isn't just something you do for yourself -- 
it's for our collective future.


So whatever you do, please don't stay home on Election 
Day.  Whether your polling place is a school, a fire station, 
or a post office, whether you pull a lever, press a button, or 
check a box with a pencil, do the patriotic thing, the 
American thing.  Choose wisely.  Choose.  Oprah Winfrey


Musical Interlude: Blue Monk” by Thelonius Monk




Sermon: “The Right of Conscience 

and the Use of the Democratic Process”


	 So . . . Here we are two days before one of the most 

momentous elections in the history of this country, with a 

clear choice between two different agendas before us. The 

country is as divided as it was in 1800 (Jefferson vs. 

Adams), 1860 (Lincoln, Breckenridge, Douglas, and Bell) , 

and 1968 (Nixon, Humphrey, Wallace, and Blomen). The 

1860 election led to the Civil War, and many fear how this 

country will respond to whatever result is announced. It 

seems the right time to address the fifth Principle of 

Unitarian Universalism: “We, the member congregations of 

the Unitarian Universalist Association, covenant to affirm 

and promote: The right of conscience and the use of the 

democratic process within our congregations and in society 

at large.” It’s time to reflect upon how UU history formed 

and informs the American Charter, how to practice this 

principle, and what its value is for us and our planet.




	 Unitarian Universalists have been at the forefront of the 

development of American values in a number of ways:


First, the right of conscience: Our Pilgrim and Puritan 

forebears clearly came to this continent to escape religious 

persecution. They wished to practice their particular 

approach to Christianity and congregational polity outside 

the influence and authority of the Anglican or Roman 

Catholic or any of the other liturgical Christian churches in 

England and Europe. 


Second: the separation of church and state: In the late 

18th century, the Universalist congregation in Gloucester, 

MA, sued for and gained the right NOT to pay taxes to the 

local parish to pay the congregational minister there, so that 

they could afford to pay John Murray, their first fully called 

minister. Thus was planted the long and consistent belief 

that individuals on this continent should be free FROM 

religion inflicted by a civil authority. Hence, the conviction 

behind first amendment to the Constitution of the Untied 



States was established, and the notion of individual right of 

conscience and the use of the democratic process 

embedded in the psyche of people in the northeast colonies 

that became the United States of America. 


The whole notion of congregational polity with authority 

based on the decisions individuals made together in 

community is particular to our history and that of this 

country. The parish meetings became the political process 

that centered the way things were accomplished in both 

churches and towns. Each citizen was not only allowed to 

vote, but expected to vote. The Greek concept of the 

person without a public and political life being an “idiot (the 

literal meaning of the Greek word),” certainly applies in the 

democratic process. One must engage or be an “idiot.”


Now, I am fully aware that during times of traumatic 

transition, those of us conflict averse tend to step out of the 

process and, if anything, snipe from the sidelines, rather 

than fully participating in the messy business of democracy. 



Those who maintain their commitment of time, talent, and 

treasure rightly get the most out of their vote and their 

efforts. I applaud so many of you who fully committed to the 

candidate of your choice with a great deal of time and 

talent. You are models for engaging the democratic process 

fully.


	 And let me clear up some misunderstandings about 

UU authority: in congregational polity the democratic 

process and congregational authority are truly held sacred. 

There is no top-down ruling authority in Boston. The UUA 

does not require that a specific letter of agreement be 

presented to a prospective minister. They offer a template 

for a congregation to use, keeping in mind the issues of 

justice for both the congregation and the minister. In 

addition, the UUA is decidedly NOT the voice of the 

ministers. The purpose of the UUA is (You can read with me 

from the page immediately before the first hymn in the 

hymnbook.) “to serve the needs of its member 



congregations, organize new congregations, extend and 

strengthen Unitarian Universalist Institutions, and implement 

its principles” – as determined by the association through 

the democratic process involving every congregation willing 

to participate. 


This congregation as a whole became disconnected 

from the Unitarian Universalist Association at some point 

that is unclear to me, with the exception of your minister 

and staff who frequently attended Regional and General 

Assemblies through the years. That means that you, as 

congregants, have lost contact with the current reality of the 

UUA.


	 To complete this circle of information, let me say that 

the UU Minister’s Association serves the ministers, primarily 

by creating ethical guidelines, codes of professional 

practice, and encouraging ministers to engage continuing 

education, both that the UUMA and sources outside of UU 

provide. I say this as a person who has worked in this area, 



formally and informally, with UU ministers since 1986. This 

is part of my commitment to the UUA and the UUMA.


	 The practice of the right of conscience and the use of 

the democratic process asks of us more than simply voting. 

It requires a spiritual commitment to “pay attention:” to 

attend meetings, educate one’s self, engage in discussion 

to assure yourself that you do understand the background 

and the issues. This is true within the congregation and 

within society at large. Remember that voting is an action 

and implies support of certain actions that follow from the 

platforms of the opposing parties.


	 Let me also point out to those who feel that politics 

should not be discussed in church that federal law simply 

requires that churches do NOT endorse a candidate or 

party. Conversely. churches are expected to speak out 

about moral issues at stake from the values that they 

espouse. The paradox with our congregational polity is that 

the individuals each are recognized as having the right to 



conflicting views. The secret to doing this well is to learn to 

communicate our differences with respect and responsibility 

through learning compassionate communication or non-

violent communication. We hope to aid this process after 

the New Year.


	 Ultimately, my deepest hope is that each of us not take 

this right lightly, nor for granted. As we remind ourselves 

each Veteran’s Day (I will light this chalice at 11 am this 

Friday to honor those who were wounded or died serving 

this country’s values.), many people have given their lives so 

that the right of conscience and the use of the democratic 

process may continue to be exercised. 


	 The genius of Unitarian Universalism is that it asserts 

the value of the individual and the power of individuals to 

work in concert in community. This is a freedom unknown in 

much of the world – and one that requires responsibility. The 

determination to maintain freedom in this process of 

democracy requires responsibility to the community as well. 



We get the government we ask for through our votes. So 

long as we have the right and the responsibility to vote, we 

can change our situation. That is the source of our power 

and our responsibility. VOTE this Tuesday – or don’t 

complain about what we get for leadership and programs.


	 Freedom is inextricably related to our responsibility. 

17th century English poet, pamphleteer, and anti-trinitarian, 

John Milton, sums it up this way:


Our faith and knowledge thrive by exercise, 

as well as our limbs and complexion.


If the waters of truth flow not in a perpetual progression,

	 they sicken into a muddy pool of conformity 


and tradition.

The light which we have gained was given us 


not to be ever staring on,

but by it to discover onward things more remote

	 from our knowledge.


Where there is much desire to learn, 

there of necessity will be much arguing, much writing,

	 many opinions.


Give me liberty to know, to utter, and to argue freely

	 according to conscience, above all liberties.

And though all the winds of doctrine were let loose

	 to play upon the earth, so truth be in the field,

	 we do injuriously to misdoubt her strength.

For who knows not that truth is strong, next to the Almighty,

	 she needs no policies, no stratagems, 


to make her victorious.




Let her and falsehood grapple,

	 whoever knew truth put to the worse 

	 	 in a free and open encounter.


So let each of us exercise our right of conscience and 

use the democratic process to speak our individual truths to 

the whole of the collective, with respect, with responsibility, 

and with relish for the process. So Be It! Blessed Be!


Offering and Offertory: “The Autumn Leaves”


Returning to Community: the work of the people 
Sharing of Joys and Sorrows 
Meditation 

Integration and Release 
Closing Hymn: #1026 “If Every Woman in the World”

Postlude: “Bluesette” by Toots Thielemans

In honor of Toots Thielemans, who wrote this song and was a 
maestro of harmonica, guitar, whistling, and generosity of spirit.


Closing Words:  by Rebecca Townsend in Nuvo,  
2012 Election Guide, p. 17.


Democracy is dead, some people say. If you don’t take the 
time to vote between now and Nov. 6, those people may be 
right. Even if you do, they may be right. But maybe you can 
help delay the funeral.


As of today, you retain a fundamental right to help select 
leadership that will affect your life at all levels – from war 
and health care to taxes and local school leadership. By 
participating in the 201(6) election, you take part in a proud 



American tradition that provides the entire world a sign that 
it is possible to stand up to tyranny, fascism, or anti-
feminism in a concrete, yet non-violent way. Use this right 
while you still have it. 

	 



