
Confronting Evil 

Leisa M. Huyck, Summer Minister 

August 8, 2010 

First Unitarian Church of Portland 
 

I have something to celebrate with you today.  Before I tell you what 

it is, I want to give you a little context.  Nearly two years ago, on the same 

day that Barack Obama was elected president, the voters of the state of 

California decided that chickens should be treated more humanely.  They 

decided that keeping chickens in cages so small they could not move was 

causing unnecessary suffering, and so they voted to require that cages be 

large enough for the chickens to stand up and turn around.  This was a good 

thing. 

But on the very same day, the people also voted to change the 

California state constitution to define marriage as being only between a man 

and a woman.  This effectively banned same-sex marriage.  To be fair, the 

campaign advertising was so confusing that many people who voted for the 

ban thought they were voting against it.  But still, Proposition 8 passed.   

And so it was that on the day after the election, my beautiful 19-year-

old daughter Melaine wore a homemade sandwich-board sign draped over 

her body all day.  The sign said, “CALIFORNIA VOTED:  MY RIGHTS 

MATTER LESS THAN A CHICKEN’S”.  On the back, it said:  “RIGHTS I 

DO NOT HAVE:”  and listed about twenty of the more than two thousand 

civil rights and privileges that are conferred upon people when they legally 

marry. 

While we lunched at a local restaurant that day, people came up to us 

one after another, with tears in their eyes, and apologized to her.  This was in 

our liberal home town.  But later, Melaine went off to her community 



college.  Now, her school’s student body officers, who theoretically 

represent a majority of the student population, are the sons and daughters of 

the local Russian Pentecostal community.  This community publicly says it 

views homosexual people as abominations who should be exterminated.  

The student government’s official position was in favor of Proposition 8.  So 

when Melaine wore her sign to school, she was marking herself out as a 

hated minority.  She was making herself a target.  She was taking a serious 

risk.  But for her, it was more important to respond meaningfully to the 

assault on her rights than it was to pass, to be “safe.”  For her, it was 

important to confront the evil that would prevent her from flourishing as a 

whole person. 

So given all this, you will know why I am celebrating the fact that last 

Wednesday, a federal judge found California’s ban on same-sex marriage to 

be unconstitutional.  We don’t know yet what the next step for the case will 

be, but we will take one day at a time. 

Now, how is it that a young Unitarian Universalist woman was willing 

to put her personal body at risk to stand up for her rights?  How is it that she 

could boldly confront an evil that might at any time do her grave harm?  

Was it because, as a UU, she had been brought up to understand human 

nature as basically good, and so she did not understand the magnitude of the 

personal danger?   

This past year I have heard from many cradle UU’s—meaning people 

who grew up in Unitarian, or Universalist, or Unitarian Universalist 

churches—that their religious education did not prepare them for the hard 

reality of evil and suffering in the world.  They say that they learned many 

stories about heroes, male and female, who overcame terrible circumstances 

or led movements for radical social change.  But the focus in these stories 



was always on the heroic part—not on the terrible suffering that was being 

overcome, or the evil that was being confronted.  And if they had any 

theological discussions at all, these focused on the essential goodness of 

human nature, its “perfectibility.”  But if you have been taught all your life 

that people are basically good, how do you come to grips with the reality 

that every day, human beings make wars that kill other human beings by the 

thousands, innocent people who never did anything to harm anyone else?  

That we do this in order to secure oil to use in cars?  That we allow millions 

of children to starve; that we wipe out at least one species of life every day; 

that we allow children to be kept as sex slaves; that we have nuclear bombs; 

that we slaughter dolphins; that we …well, you get the idea.   

Suffering is real, and enormous.  The evil that causes suffering is real, 

and enormous.  How do we prepare for it?  How do we cope with it?  What 

do we tell our young people about it that will help them both understand it 

realistically, and have hope that they can do something about it?  Because 

that’s the thing:  we can do something about evil.  We can confront it.  But 

to confront evil successfully, we have to be able to name it and understand 

how it works and be fully prepared to face it.  

Many branches of the Abrahamic religions explain evil and suffering 

and sin with the creation story found in the Hebrew Bible, which is very 

similar to that found in the Qur’an.  In one interpretation of the story, the one 

most commonly referred to by Americans, Adam and Eve were created 

good, in the image of God, and told to behave in certain ways.  But God 

allowed the satan, the tempter, to try to lead them astray.  Eve succumbed to 

temptation and led Adam to do the same, and they disobeyed God.  This was 

how evil entered the world.   



One of the many problems with this version of the story is that it 

places responsibility for evil on an external, demonic force rather than 

squarely with human beings.  It also sets people up not to trust their senses 

or their feelings about what is right or wrong, but rather to listen to what 

external authority tells them is right and wrong.   

But there are other interpretations of this story.  Feminist theologians 

read it differently:  they see Eve as the first “questioner of established 

order,”  the first person to want to taste the fruit of knowledge of good and 

evil. They see the story as explaining, in mythic terms, how human beings 

became fully human, fully aware of the consequences of their actions.  They 

see it as a story not of how evil and sin entered the world, but rather how the 

understanding of evil and sin entered the world.  From then on when people 

sinned, when they hurt others, they knew it, and they suffered.  Their sin 

separated them from God and all that was good and God-like in themselves, 

and they suffered.   

This is actually the traditional Universalist understanding of sin and 

evil:  that those who sin are in this state of separation, and it is a state of 

emptiness and pain.  And this was why Jesus was sent to humans, to show us 

how to live in love, so we could be reconciled to God.  Love was God’s 

answer to sin and evil.  If people would act from love, they would usher in 

paradise now, here on earth; they would be restored to harmony with God 

and all that is. 

This was what the very first Christians believed about the meaning of 

Jesus’ life.  Unfortunately, later, the story got changed, to say that the way 

Jesus saved humans from sin was through his death:  he suffered and died on 

the cross in order to atone for the sins of humanity.  The second version is 

what is most commonly understood to be the Christian belief.  The problem 



with this version is that it enshrines violence and suffering as the divine 

strategy for countering evil and sin.   

So we have here two approaches to confronting sin and evil, both 

originating in the religious traditions that are the foundation of American 

culture.  One counters violence and suffering with violence and suffering.   

The other counters violence and suffering with love and compassion.   

Now, one interesting thing about the old Universalist view of evil and 

sin and salvation, is that it is remarkably similar to that of contemporary 

process theology.  In process theology, God, or that which holds all, is said 

to have an initial aim for all beings, which amounts to full flourishing in love 

and beauty.  Since we are complex beings, we have the choice, of whether to 

collaborate with God in co-creating love and beauty, or, turn away from 

God’s desire for us.  If we turn away, if we sin, and commit harm, we bring 

pain, into this world that is Godself becoming.  We ourselves experience the 

pain of separation—much like when we are estranged from any loved one—

and God experiences it too.  Only when we begin to act in love again do we 

feel well, because we are part of the interconnected whole that is God.  

Confronting evil involves taking compassionate nonviolent action for the 

flourishing of all beings.  This way of understanding the world is also quite 

similar to Buddhist thought on interbeing. 

 Now, in addition to these religious explanations of evil and how to 

confront it, there is also a simple scientific one.  This is that human beings 

are social mammals, with a simple part of our brains devoted to preserving 

the individual organism, and a more complex part devoted to living in 

groups, including the community of all life.  Evil often comes about when 

people act on only their perceived self-interest rather than in the interest of 



the larger group; or when a group oppresses an individual; or when one 

group acts on its own perceived self-interest at the expense of another group.   

The problem with this is that we know everything actually is 

interconnected, so that if we want to be healthy ourselves, we must act in 

ways that bring health to the whole.  We must confront evil.  We must act 

against oppression.  We must act for love, and we must do this with 

compassion for oppressors.  For we ourselves often are those oppressors, 

wittingly or unwittingly, and we know how much it hurts to find this out.  

Just think, for example, how painful it is to deeply consider all the terrible 

impacts that driving cars has on all the peoples and ecosystems of the 

world—and yet we live in a social system whose whole infrastructure is 

built around cars.  So we know the pain of separation from what is good in 

ourselves; we know what it is to sin again and again.  We know we would 

rather be whole and well.   

So, as Peter Morales recently said about the immigration issue, where 

there is hatred and fear arising from ignorance, we must bring knowledge 

and love and compassion.  This is how we confront evil, by living love.  Not 

by increasing hatred, not by making fun of people who think differently than 

we do, but by living love.  By offering ourselves as living witnesses to both 

all that is wrong and all that is possible, as my daughter did the day after 

election day.  This is not to say that oppressed people should offer 

themselves up as sacrificial lambs.  It is to say that their allies must speak 

up.  I should have been the one wearing the sign. 

But does love work?   

Oh, my dear ones, yes, it does.  It does work, and it works particularly 

well when it moves with beauty.  Recent history is full of examples.  

Through nonviolent resistance, rooted in compassion and love, India freed 



itself from the British Empire.  African Americans won equal civil rights in 

the U.S.—and while we have heard and seen the stories of the civil rights 

marchers in Birmingham who were met with fire hoses and attack dogs, we 

don’t often hear the story of the white policemen who were unable to turn 

their hoses on the marchers.  One said, “We were unprepared for how 

beautiful the singing was. Hundreds of people were walking together, arm in 

arm, singing.”   

With love and the beauty of song, Mexican-American farm laborers 

won the right to be treated like human beings.  Black South Africans faced 

down apartheid.  Nonviolent movements brought down Milosevic in Serbia 

and freed Poland from the USSR.  In Argentina, the Mothers of the 

Disappeared demonstrated nonviolently for twenty years, and finally 

fractured the military regime.  The tiny republic of Estonia took up singing 

instead of arms and won its freedom from the Soviets.   

And here is a story that very few people know:  In Berlin, in 1943, the 

Nazis were rounding up the last Jewish men in the city to ship off to 

concentrations camps.  A nonviolent crowd of German women and children 

demanded that the Nazis return their Jewish husbands and fathers.  Rather 

than lose control of more than just this situation, the Nazis did.  Even 

Hitler’s regime was vulnerable to the power of love.   

So love, together with beauty, most assuredly works.  It is the only 

method of confronting massive social evil that does. 

Now, I want to return to the question I asked you earlier about how 

my daughter was able to take a bold action that marked herself as a potential 

target.  I asked if it might be because, as a cradle UU, she did not know 

much about evil.   



The answer is no, it is not that.  As a member of a minority group that 

has been violently oppressed for millennia, my daughter knows more about 

evil than any privileged heterosexual person would ever want to know.  She 

knows all about the burnings, the quarterings, the dragging behind trucks at 

high speed, the beatings, rapes, and the many other forms of violence against 

people who happen to love those of the same gender as themselves.   

But my daughter was raised in a religious community that tells her she 

has inherent worth and dignity.  She knows her community has a long 

heritage of agitating for social change and she knows change is possible.  

Her heart is full of the songs her community has sung at rallies in favor of 

granting her full citizenship.  She has a theology of interbeing that tells her 

that when she acts, she acts not only on her own behalf, but on behalf of the 

larger whole.  And she knows that no matter what happens, she is held in 

love.  I know all this from previous conversations with her.  But when I 

asked her, she said, “Mom.  Duh.  I had to.  I was raised a UU.” 

  Then she quoted Martin Luther King, Jr., at me:  “Injustice anywhere 

is a threat to justice everywhere.”  And she began to sing, “Standing on the 

side of love…”   

So, my friends, let us sing.  Let us sing of the power of love in the 

face of evil:  it is not a power that breaks, but a power that disarms.  It is not 

a power that hurts, but a power that heals and transforms.  Let us sing to 

love.  Amen. 

 

Let us pray. 

Great Spirit of Love and Life, 

You who are the Singer and the Song: 

May we be worthy of the faith of our ancestors. 



May we carry on the great work of love 

from generation to generation. 

Help us recognize evil when we see it. 

Grant us the courage to face it, 

not with fear and loathing, 

but with love and compassion. 

Help us transform it 

with the beauty of our song. 

Amen.  

 


