
Humanism Then and Now 

Rev. Peggy Meeker, 2/18/18 

Reading: selections from a speech by Alice Walker, author of The Color Purple; this was her 
acceptance speech when she was named “1997 Humanist of the Year” by the American Humanist 
Association; the title is “The Only Reason You Want to Go to Heaven is that You Have Been 
Driven Out of Your Mind”; it begins with a story about her mother—a field laborer, wife, mother 
of eight, and faithful Christian woman [Anthony B. Pinn, ed., By These Hands: A Documentary 
History of African American Humanism, New York University Press, 2001, pp. 287-298]  

I remember my mother telling me of a time when she was hugely pregnant and had an 
enormous field of cotton, twenty-five or thirty acres, to chop, that is, to thin and weed. 
Her older children were in school, from which she refused to take them, her youngest 
trailed behind her and fell asleep in the furrows. My father, who was laborer, dairyman, 
and chauffeur, had driven the bosslady to town. As my mother looked out over the 
immense acreage still to be covered, she felt so ill she could barely life the hoe. Never 
had she felt so alone. Coming to the end of a row, she lay down under a tree and asked to 
die. Instead, she fell into a deep sleep, and when she awakened, she was fully restored.  In 
fact, she felt wonderful, as if a healing breeze had touched her soul. She picked up the 
hoe and continued her work. 

What God rescued my mother? Was it the God [of the book of Genesis] who said 
women deserved to suffer and were evil anyway, or was it the God of non-judgmental 
Nature, calming and soothing her with the green coolness of the tree she slept under and 
the warm earth she lay upon?  I try to imagine my mother and the other women calling on 
God as they gave birth, and I shudder at the image of Him they must have conjured. He 
was someone, after all, they had been taught, who said black people were cursed to be 
drawers of water and hewers of wood. … The women would have had to know how little 
they and their newborns really mattered, because they were female, poor, and black, like 
the accursed children of Hagar and of Ham, and they would have had to promise to be 
extra good, obedient, trusting, and so forth, to make up for it. 

Life was so hard for my parents’ generation that the subject of heaven was never 
distant from their thoughts. …  I was intrigued. Where was heaven? I asked my parents. 
Who is going to be there? …  I was told what they sincerely believed: that heaven was in 
the sky, … that only the best people on earth would go there when they died. We’d all 
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have couches to lounge on, great food to eat. Wonderful music, because all the angels 
played harp.  It would be grand. Would there be any white people? Probably.  Oh. 

There was not one white person in the county that any black person felt comfortable 
with. … 

The truth was, we already lived in paradise but were worked too hard by the land-
grabbers to enjoy it. … 

All people deserve to worship a God who also worships them.  A God that made 
them, and likes them. That is why Nature, Mother Earth, is such a good choice. Never 
will … Mother Earth find anything wrong with your natural way. She made it, … 

[Held by Mother Earth], we begin to see that we must be loved very much by 
whatever Creation is, to find ourselves on this wonderful Earth.  We begin to recognize 
our sweet, generously appointed place in the makeup of the Cosmos.  We begin to feel 
glad, and grateful that we are not in heaven but that we are here. 

Humanism Then and Now 

One of the blessings I experienced as part of this community this past week was that in 
several meetings someone suggested a prayer or a moment of silence for the families and the 
community in Florida devastated by this latest shooting—and perhaps, by now, not the latest.  
It’s heart-breaking, this continuing gun violence. On Friday afternoon the Gun Violence Archive 
was reporting that so far this year 1,863 lives had been taken by gun violence, and when I 
checked back the next day, the number had gone up to 1,905 [www.gunviolencearchive.org]. 
Maybe some of you heard or read, as I did, of people expressing their impatience with “thoughts 
and prayers,” at least from members of Congress. The Huffington Post reported that the phrase 
“thoughts and prayers” was trending on Twitter. One example, edited for the worship hour: “I 
don’t want your condolences …  Multiple of my fellow classmates are dead.  Do something 
instead of sending prayers. Prayers won’t fix this. But gun control will prevent it from happening 
again” [www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/florida-shooting-thoughts-prayers]. After my research 
this past week, these words sounded hauntingly familiar to me. And so this morning I’d like to 
introduce you to the thinking of someone with whom you are already somewhat familiar: 
Frederick Douglass. 

Douglass made his home in Rochester for about 25 years, from 1847 until 1872.  He had 
been born into slavery in 1818 and never knew his exact birthdate, but he chose February 14th—
hence the 200th-birthday celebrations this past week.  He was about 30 when he came to 
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Rochester and started an anti-slavery newspaper. City Newspaper published an article about him 
this week, from which I learned two fascinating things: first, that the statue of Douglass in 
Highland Park Bowl was “the first monument in the United States dedicated to a black citizen”; 
and second, that at the time Douglass came here in the 1840s, Rochester was considered a 
progressive city “where black people could get further ahead than elsewhere in the 
country” [City 47, 24, 14 February 2018, p. 7, 10]. But more important to the story I want to tell, 
he and his family joined the Memorial AME—African Methodist Episcopal—Zion Church on 
Clarissa Street, in Corn Hill, where he became very active, where he honed his oratorical skills, 
and where he published the first copies of his newspaper.  He was a dedicated abolitionist and a 
dedicated churchman.  

But something happened on his faith journey.  In 1870, seven years after the Emancipation 
Proclamation freed more than 3 million slaves, Douglass became involved in a religious 
controversy.  It started with remarks that he made in Philadelphia about the 15th Amendment to 
the Constitution, granting African-American men the right to vote. According to Anthony Pinn, 
editor of a history of African-American Humanism, “Douglass noted that many had thanked God 
for the successful conclusion of the Abolitionist effort, but as for himself, said Douglass”: 

I like to thank men. …  I want to express my love to God and gratitude to God, by 
thanking those faithful men and women, who have devoted the great energies of their 
soul to the welfare of mankind.  It is only through such men and such women that I can 
get a glimpse of God anywhere [p. 79]. 

That doesn’t sound too radical to our ears, and it probably sounded fine to the folks who 
attended this church at the time, and who would have followed the news about this controversy, 
but to most Christians 150 years ago, and certainly to the black Christian community—even now
—it would be almost heretical to make humanity so central in your theology. There was also 
another debate going on at the same time about whether or not the Bible should be used in public 
schools. Douglass said no because he believed in the separation of church and state. The black 
clergymen of Philadelphia responded with this resolution: “We will not acknowledge any man as 
a leader of our people who will not thank God for the deliverance and enfranchisement of our 
race, and will not vote to retain the Bible, the book of God in our public schools” [Pinn, p. 92].  
In an open letter to the Philadelphia Press, Douglass reaffirmed his position and told the 
ministers they would do more to “prove their churches sound” by aiding negroes in poverty than 
by “passing any number of worthy resolutions about thanking God” [p. 92].  

Some years later, in 1886, Douglass wrote, “It is something to give the Negro religion, it is 
more to give him the ballot.  It is something to tell him that there is a place for him in the 
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Christian’s heaven, it is more to let him have a place in this Christian country to live upon in 
peace” [p. 96].  

So Frederick Douglass became something of a humanist well before humanism became an 
important part of Unitarian or Universalist theology. Secular humanism had been around for 
ages, but religious humanism was born in the early 1900s when the Humanists began to argue 
that Christianity had run its course and it was time for a new religion based on science and 
reason. Part of the impetus was biblical scholarship, and part of what made it possible was 
Emerson and the Transcendentalists, who had shifted both Unitarianism and Universalism away 
from their Christian base with the claim that truth is rooted in the human soul, not so much in 
any particular book, like the Bible. Truth is comprehended as the soul responds to the depths of 
reality. Christianity, said the Transcendentalists, was only one expression of that truth. But an 
even bigger part of the impetus for religious humanism was Darwin’s theory of evolution and 
natural selection. Before Darwin, almost everyone accepted the Bible fairly literally, including 
the story of creation in Genesis. After Darwin, it was harder to hold such a view. The idea of 
animals struggling for survival, some finding their way and others going extinct, and of humans 
evolving from the apes, called into question not just the truth of the Bible but the very idea of a 
loving and all-powerful creator God with a divine purpose for humanity, to say nothing of the 
nature of humanity. One of the big questions ever since has been how much to accept what 
science has to say when it conflicts with religious belief.  It’s a fundamental change in how we 
know things—not truth fully formed, once and for all, as in religious revelation, but truth 
discovered by observation and testing and reason and review, and always open to revision.  

The Humanist Manifesto of 1933 declared: …  The time is past for mere revision of 
traditional attitudes. Science and economic change—[this was in the midst of the Great 
Depression]—have disrupted the old beliefs.  …  In every field of human activity, the vital 
movement is now in the direction of a candid and explicit humanism.  In order that religious 
humanism may be better understood, we, the undersigned, desire to make certain affirmations 
which we believe the facts of our contemporary life demonstrate.”  And then they listed those 
affirmations: the universe is self-existing and not created; humanity is a part of nature and has 
emerged as the result of the continuous process of evolution; our religious culture is a human-
made product; science makes unacceptable the idea of a supernatural or cosmic guarantee of 
human values; the greatest good is the enhancement of human life for all; and there’s nobody in 
charge but us, and we have the power to bring about the world we dream of.  This is radical still 
today. 

You might be interested to know that 34 men (and no women) signed the Manifesto: a 
number of historians and philosophers—John Dewey, for example—signed, as did 15 Unitarian 
ministers and one Universalist minister. And that one, the first prominent Universalist to embrace 
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humanism, was Clinton Lee Scott, a social activist; a man who helped to revitalize Universalism 
in the 1930s, 40s, and 50s; a writer of limericks in celebration of Groundhog Day; and 
grandfather of our Michael Scott. 

There was fierce debate, both before and after the Manifesto. Many Unitarians and 
Universalists argued that a religion without God was no religion at all. But freedom of religion 
was more important than belief in any particular doctrine, even about God. And so room was 
made for Humanism. By 1961, when the Unitarians and the Universalists joined to form the 
UUA, Humanism was our prevailing theology. People loved this religion of freedom and reason. 
Over time, though, people also began to find it limited. William Schulz, author of Making the 
Manifesto, describes the problems: Humanism was too optimistic, not accounting for human evil; 
and it had little to offer in terms of consolation and hope.  It spoke of beliefs, not of experience, 
not of laughter and longing. Religion, says Schulz, “requires a resource suitable to the plight of 
Winnie the Pooh who, when stuck in the doorway of Rabbit’s house, made a simple request: 
‘Would you be so kind as to read a Sustaining Book such as would help and comfort a Wedged 
Bear in a Great Tightness?’ …  Humanism lacked such a ‘book.’  It could explain Pooh’s plight 
… [but] fell mute on those occasions when Pooh was good and truly stuck …” [Schulz, p. xix-
xx]. 

Over the last twenty-five years or so, Humanists have answered this critique by turning 
toward nature. Today, religious Humanism—also called religious naturalism—makes nature 
ultimate rather than humanity, and finds meaning in the beauty, power, and mystery of the natural 
world.  It allows for a humanism that speaks to the heart as well as to the mind. The “old” 
humanism tells us that we are responsible for the earth and for the kind of world we live in; the 
“newer” naturalism grounds that responsibility in the understanding that we are stardust and that 
the Earth is our Mother, our home in the universe, the heaven beneath our feet. 

The story of UU Humanism comes from an emphasis on reason and science, whereas the 
story of African-American Humanism comes from the experience of oppression and the inability 
to reconcile that oppression with belief in a just, merciful, and all-powerful God [William R. 
Murry, Reason and Reverence: Religious Humanism for the 21st Century, Skinner House Books, 
2007].  In addition, Christianity was used to support racism and slavery, to teach humility and 
obedience, and to promise freedom and happiness in heaven for those who suffer in this life.  
Christianity was not a theology of liberation for African Americans.  Humanism was, and is, 
though it has so far not become more than a minority thread in black religion.  Its proponents 
have included W.E.B. DuBois, civil rights leaders such as A. Philip Randolph, James Farmer, and 
James Forman, and theologian William R. Jones, who in 1973 wrote the book Is God a White 
Racist?, a landmark critique of the idea of a benevolent God with power over human history. 
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But whether African-American or Unitarian Universalist, or both, Humanism puts its faith in 
the great power of the human spirit and of nature, and it reminds us that we are all connected, all 
the way back.  It is our privilege to learn from each other and care for each other—everybody 
included—and to care for and be held by our Earth. And in the words of Alice Walker, “[Held by 
Mother Earth,] We begin to see that we must be loved very much by whatever Creation is, to find 
ourselves on this wonderful Earth. We begin to recognize our sweet, generously appointed place 
in the makeup of the Cosmos.  We begin to feel glad, and grateful that we are not in heaven but 
that we are here” [Pinn, p. 298].  May it be so, and Amen.
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