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I can’t imagine what it must have been like for the Rev. John Haynes Holmes as he stepped to the pulpit of the Church of the Messiah on April 1, 1917. Holmes had been the minister of the historic Unitarian congregation in New York City for ten years and during that time, he had become well known for his powerful preaching, for his social activism, and for his vision of religion that stressed the unity and fellowship of all people.  


But this particular Sunday was like none Holmes had ever experienced in his ministry. You see, the United States was on the verge of entering the First World War. Patriotic fervor and war fever gripped the nation. And only five days after Holmes delivered his sermon, the US officially entered one of the most destructive and utterly futile wars in human history.


A few minutes ago Margaret read you an excerpt from the sermon Holmes delivered that morning – a sermon in which he not only declares his opposition to the war, but also affirms his willingness to go to jail for his convictions and his determination that the church would not be used as a tool of propaganda or violence.  Holmes also re-affirmed his most deeply held values – peace, love of neighbor, and a refusal to demonize any person or any nation as “the enemy.”


I must say that after reading Holmes sermon, I can’t help but wonder if it’s the most courageous sermon ever delivered by a minister in our Unitarian Universalist tradition. I don’t know if public opinion data from that time exists, but I would venture to guess that levels of support for entering the war, both among the general population and among members of Holmes’ own congregation, support for the war bordered on 100%. And anyone who did not support the war was, quite simply, a traitor. In fact, in what is one of the more disgraceful chapters in the history of Unitarian Universalism, during the First World War the American Unitarian Association used its influence to force congregations to fire any minister who spoke in opposition to the war. And I’m sorry to say that dozens of our churches did exactly that.


But Holmes’ church followed a different path. The day after Holmes delivered his controversial sermon, the Board of Trustees met to determine how the church would respond. Needless to say, most in the church had been caught up in the fervor for was and strongly opposed their minister’s pacifism.  But while they expressed their strong disagreement with Holmes’ point of view, the Board defended his right to speak and to preach from a place of freedom of conscience rather than conformity to the dominant opinions of the day. While so many other congregations silenced or even dismissed their ministers, in that moment the Church of the Messiah stood for values central to our Unitarian Universalist tradition – freedom of thought, the right of conscience, and tolerance and acceptance of different beliefs and opinions, including opinions with which the majority disagree. 


How did they do it? How was the Church of the Messiah able to embrace Holmes’ right to speak when so many other faith communities got swept up in a tide of fear and intolerance? The answer, I believe, is found in the vision of religion and community Holmes and his congregation had developed over the previous ten years – a vision that celebrates the free mind and the free spirit above conformity to creed or dogma, a vision that calls the church to be socially relevant by working for a more just and humane world, and a vision that stresses the unity of humankind and which sees religion as being, above all else, about creating the spirit of love and genuine human fellowship. That’s the vision which guided Holmes and the Church of the Messiah, and I want to spend the rest of this morning’s sermon exploring that vision through the lens of the life and ministry of one of Unitarian Universalism’s most important, inspiring, and controversial ministers – John Haynes Holmes.


Although it sounds clichéd, I don’t think it’s an exaggeration to say that John Haynes Holmes was destined to be a Unitarian minister. He was born into a family that revered ministers and that had a long-standing connection to one of the most famous Unitarian ministers in our history – Theodore Parker. Parker presided at the wedding of Holmes’ grandparents and although he had died long before Holmes himself was born, Parker’s powerful sermons, his courageous commitment to the abolition of slavery, and his radical view of religion as being concerned with love and how human beings treat one another rather than dogma or creeds played a central role of Holmes’ own religious upbringing. Theodore Parker was the model of what a minister can and ought to be.


Holmes ministerial journey took him to Harvard College, the Harvard Divinity School, the Third Religious Society in Dorchester, Massachusetts, and then to the Church of the Messiah which later became the Community Church of New York, where Holmes served for an incredible 42 years as minister.


I don’t have nearly enough time to do justice to all that John Haynes Holmes accomplished during his career. As I mentioned a few minutes ago, Holmes was perhaps best known for his commitment to social justice and to the betterment of society. Along with the famed African American scholar and activist, W.E.B. Dubois, Holmes helped found the NAACP in 1909. In response to the brutal suppression of free speech during the First World War, Holmes helped his good friend Roger Baldwin found the American Civil Liberties Union. Some years later, Holmes and the Community Church offered invaluable support to Margaret Sanger and the movement for access to birth control, an effort which eventually led to the creation of Planned Parenthood. 

I could go on and on with the list of initiatives and organizations Holmes played a part in founding. But even more significant than the details of his ministerial resume is the vision of social justice which inspired it. You see, like his ministerial model Theodore Parker, Holmes believed that religion must always be about the here and now - about commitment and action in this world rather than preparation for admission to the next. And I might add that from the time Holmes’ became its minister in 1907 right down to the present day, the Church of the Messiah and then later the Community Church of New York has been a prominent force for human rights and social justice in the city of New York and throughout the world. 

Among John Haynes Holmes’ many commitments and concerns, perhaps none was deeper than his commitment to peace. Holmes spoke against war from the beginning of his ministry and he worked tirelessly to build cooperation and understanding among peoples and nations. But it’s important to note that there was nothing passive or weak about John Haynes Holmes’ pacifism. In fact, Holmes became the first prominent advocate in this country for the ideas of Mahatma Gandhi. Holmes considered Gandhi’s method of nonviolent, noncooperation to be the hope of the world and Holmes frequently compared Gandhi’s ideas and importance to that of Jesus.

And I think it is his embrace of Gandhi that points us to the heart of John Haynes Holmes’ religious vision. You see, like Gandhi and Theodore Parker, Holmes considered humankind to be one family, united by our hunger for love, for freedom, and for community. For all of our many differences, Holmes always stressed our commonalities. He saw our many distinctions and divisions – division along lines of creed, nation, class, and so many others - as barriers to the flourishing of human community and the building of a world of love, justice, peace. For John Haynes Holmes, difference was not a barrier but rather an invitation – an invitation to learn, to listen, and to love.

And it is in Holmes’s approach to religion and to religious community that his vision of a world unified and at peace is most apparent and inspiring. You see, as we heard in our first reading, Holmes saw religious community as a place where people could come together in a spirit of freedom and acceptance to build a better world and to experience the beauty and the power of “the spirit of love incarnate in human fellowship.”  With Holmes’ guidance and leadership, the Community Church opened its doors to all religions and to diverse beliefs rather than submerging them inside a single creed or doctrine. The Community Church stressed the building of beloved community in this world rather than waiting for it to happen in the next. And the Community Church sought, above all else, “to exclude none and to welcome all.”

A few days after Holmes preached that famous sermon against the war, he spotted a man sitting in the very back row of the pews in his church’s sanctuary. The man was crying and at times even shaking. After Holmes introduced himself and asked if he could be of any assistance, the man told him that he was German, that he had immigrated to this country as a young man, and that he loved America with all his heart. But now everything had changed. He no longer felt welcomed in the country he loved. His family had lost everything – their home, their livelihood, and their community.  In fact, the previous Sunday, every person of German descent had been expelled from their church. 

After the man completed his story, he pulled a newspaper clipping from his pocket. The clipping told the story of Rev. Holmes and his controversial sermon in which said all Germans were welcome at the Church of the Messiah. At this point, the man looked up at Holmes and simply asked, “Pastor, May I stay?”

And that, friends, is the beauty of John Haynes Holmes’ ministry and the challenge it poses to all of us. Can we see beyond the differences and divisions of us versus them and friend versus enemy to embrace a higher and nobler vision – a vision in which our differences are not cause for hatred and bitterness, but which are instead seen as blessings - blessings that are welcomed into the community of brotherhood and sisterhood. And can we embrace this vision and welcome those differences not only when it is popular or easy, but also when it is difficult, risky, and even dangerous? 

Friends, I don’t know the answer to that question. I don’t know if I will ever come close to having 1/100th the courage and the vision of a John Haynes Holmes or a Theodore Parker. I don’t know if we as community of faith will be able to stand as boldly for our mission and our values as Holmes’ church did so many years ago. But I do know this. We have to try. We have to try to live our mission and our values in everything we do. We have to try to stand on the side of love and justice and peace at all times and in all places. And we have to try to build a world that is guided by the Spirit of Love and human fellowship. That was the vision and the calling of John Haynes Holmes and it is our vision and our calling. May we embrace that vision and live that calling this day and every day.

