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Did you know that Martin Luther King Jr. almost became a Unitarian?  It’s true.  When Martin 

King was in seminary at Boston University, he and his sweetheart, Coretta Scott, attended 

Unitarian churches.  Yet when the Kings married and began their life’s project of activism for 

civil rights, they decided not to continue in Unitarianism.  Why would this be?  Before I answer 

this question, let me tell you a couple of little stories. 

 

Imagine this:  it is the year 1846.  A young white man who lives in Massachusetts is full of 

outrage over both slavery, and the Mexican war.  He decides to protest by refusing to pay his 

taxes.  For this he goes to jail, where he stays overnight.  But in the morning, an aunt pays his tax 

for him, and he is released.  Two years later, he gives a lecture called Resistance to Civil 

Government. The lecture is later published, and eventually comes to be called On Civil 

Disobedience.  In it, the young man argues that people who believe that the government is doing 

wrong should withdraw their support from it, whatever this may cost them, in property or life.  

He asks this: 

“Unjust laws exist; shall we be content to obey them, or shall we endeavor to amend them, and 

obey them until we have succeeded, or shall we transgress them at once?” 

 And he says this:  “under a government that imprisons unjustly, the true place for a just man is 

also in prison.”  He also says this:  

“Action from principle — the perception and the performance of right — changes things and 

relations; it is essentially revolutionary, and does not consist wholly with anything which was. It 

not only divides states and churches, it divides families; ay, it divides the individual, separating 

the diabolical in him from the divine.”   

In other words, if we want to be our best selves, we must live in accordance with our beliefs.  

Not just talk about our beliefs, but live them, whatever this costs us. 



Of course, the man is Henry David Thoreau.  Unitarian Universalists like to claim him as one of 

our great ancestors in faith.   

Now, imagine this:  it is the year 1853, and the Rev. Theodore Parker is the nation’s pre-eminent 

writer and preacher on abolition.  You remember Parker?  The minister who once wrote a 

sermon with a pistol on his desk in case the law came after the escaped slave he was hiding?  For 

years, Parker feared he could not preach openly about what he believed to be true.  He was afraid 

of speaking out against slavery because the people in his pews owned businesses that relied on 

slave labor.  In fact the local sheriff, responsible for enforcing the fugitive slave law, was one of 

his congregants. Parker also feared he could not preach openly about his views on women’s 

rights.  He was caught in the dilemma that faces so many ministers:  do you speak the naked 

truth to these people of power, and risk losing your pulpit, or do you gently nudge the people 

now and then and hope that over a long period of time they will change?  For a time Parker took 

the safe route.   

But eventually he found he could not keep silent.  His radical theology cost him his standing with 

his fellow Unitarian ministers.  His activism did eventually cost him his Unitarian pulpit.  But his 

supporters started a new congregation and rented a Boston music hall and upwards of 2000 

people came each Sunday.    

So, in the year 1853, Parker can see that the times, they are a-changin’.  The tide of anti-slavery 

opinion is growing.  He fervently believes that human beings carry within them a spark of the 

divine and inherently know what is right and just.  He believes that someday slavery will be 

abolished and that women will get equal rights.  He believes that progress in the human 

condition will continue onward and upward forever.  So he pens these words:   

“I do not pretend to understand the moral universe. The arc is a long one. My eye reaches but 

little ways; I cannot calculate the curve and complete the figure by experience of sight. I can 

divine it by conscience. And from what I see I am sure it bends toward justice.”   

Now, let us return to Martin Luther King Jr. 

Why would he and his wife have considered becoming Unitarians in the first place? 



Well, early in Martin’s seminary years he fell in love with liberal theology, especially as put 

forward by Theodore Parker.  In his essay, “Pilgrimage to Nonviolence,” King writes: 

“Liberalism provided me with an intellectual satisfaction that I could never find in 

fundamentalism.  I was absolutely convinced of the natural goodness of man and the natural 

power of human reason. There is one phase of liberalism that I hope to cherish always:  its 

devotion to the search for truth, its insistence on an open and analytical mind, its refusal to 

abandon the best light of liberal reason.” 

King was also deeply influenced by Thoreau.  When later he was pondering whether the 

Montgomery Bus Boycott was an ethical way of taking action, he recalled Thoreau’s essay on 

Civil Disobedience.  In his book Stride Toward Freedom, King wrote: 

“I became convinced that what we were preparing to do…was related to what Thoreau had 

expressed…Something began to say to me, “He who passively accepts evil is as much involved 

in it as he who helps perpetrate it.  He who accepts evil without protesting against it is really 

cooperating with it.”  

So, if King was so greatly influenced by liberal theology, why would he and Coretta decide not 

to become Unitarians?   

Reverend Rosemary Bray McNatt is a Unitarian Universalist minister who got the answer 

straight from Coretta Scott King.  Bray McNatt was considered once as a possible co-writer of 

Coretta’s autobiography.  In the course of their conversation Coretta told her this:  “We gave a 

lot of thought to becoming Unitarian at one time, but Martin and I realized we could never build 

a mass movement of black people if we were Unitarian.” 

Bray McNatt considers this statement in her essay, “The Problem of Theology in the Work of 

Anti-Racism.”  She writes: 

“It was a statement that pierced my heart and troubled my mind, both then and now.  I 

considered what this religious movement would have been like if Dr. King had chosen 

differently, had decided to cast his lot with our faith instead of returning to his roots as an 

African American Christian.  And what troubled me most was my realization that our liberal 

religious movement would have utterly neutralized the greatest American theologian of the 



twentieth century.  Certainly, his race would have been the primary barrier.  In a religious 

movement engaged until the 1970’s in the active discouragement of people of color wishing to 

join its ministerial ranks, Dr. King might have found his personal struggles to serve UUism at 

least as daunting as the Montgomery Bus Boycott.” 

 “But even if race had disappeared as an issue, Dr. King might have found the barrier of theology 

insurmountable.  Though from the very start of his theological training he revealed a decided 

bent toward liberal religion, by the time his faith had been tried by the Civil Rights Movement 

Dr. King had said no to the sunny optimism of liberal faith, an optimism frankly untested in the 

heat of the battle for liberty and dignity for African Americans.” 

This is what King himself wrote about his theological journey, directly following his words 

about what he cherished in liberal theology: 

“It was mainly the liberal doctrine of man that I began to question.  The more I observed the 

tragedies of history and man’s shameful inclination to choose the low road, the more I came to 

see the depths and strength of sin…I came to recognize the complexity of man’s social 

involvement and the glaring reality of collective evil.  I came…to see that liberalism’s superficial 

optimism concerning human nature caused it to overlook the fact that reason is darkened by 

sin…Liberalism failed to see that reason by itself is little more than an instrument to justify 

man’s defensive ways of thinking.  Reason, devoid of the purifying power of faith, can never 

free itself from distortions and rationalizations.” 

King goes on to say that “I am now convinced that the truth about man is found neither in 

liberalism nor in neo-orthodoxy.  Each represents a partial truth.  Protestant liberalism defined 

man only in terms of his essential nature, his capacity for good.  Neo-orthodoxy tended to define 

man only in terms of his existential nature, his capacity for evil.  An adequate understanding of 

man is found… in a synthesis which reconciles the truth of both.” 

For  King, the job of religion was to deal with human reality.  And this reality is we are born into 

social systems that cause us to be “estranged from our essential selves,” from the goodness that 

is in us.  Whether we are born as oppressors or the oppressed, or like many people, some 

combination of both, everyone suffers from the social evil that keeps us in unhealthy 

relationships.   



Furthermore, religion must be active in this world now.  He wrote: “Any religion that professes 

to be concerned about the souls of men and is not concerned about the slums that damn them, the 

economic conditions that strangle them, and the social conditions that cripple them is a 

spiritually moribund religion awaiting burial.” King, following after Gandhi and followed by 

Cesar Chavez, identified several intertwined structural evils that needed to be dismantled: 

racism, poverty, militarism, ecological devastation and industrial capitalism.  King believed that 

using nonviolent resistance to dismantle these evils would bring about the Beloved Community, 

a sustainable and just society in which all people were equal and conflict would be resolved 

without violence.   

Martin Luther King Jr. was a man who needed the courage to lead a movement that he knew was 

likely to cost him his life.  His theology was not a luxury to be debated in the halls of academia:  

it was what would keep him going when his family was threatened by white supremacists.  It was 

what would provide the foundation for the whole Civil Rights movement.  So he made his 

synthesis.  And his synthesis went back to his roots as a fourth-generation African American 

Christian preacher.  It assumed the presence of God.   

He wrote:  “I am convinced that the universe is under the control of a loving purpose and that in 

the struggle for righteousness man has cosmic companionship.  It is true that there are devout 

believers in nonviolence who find it difficult to believe in a personal God.  But even those 

persons believe in the existence of some creative force that works for universal wholeness.  

Whether we call it an unconscious process, an impersonal Brahman, or a Personal Being of 

matchless power and infinite love, there is a creative force in this universe that works to bring the 

disconnected aspects of reality into a harmonious whole.”  Paraphrasing Parker, he wrote, “The 

arc of the moral universe may be long, but it bends toward justice.” 

For King, this God, this creative force that works for universal wholeness, was absolutely 

necessary.  It was the source of his power.  It was his comfort on that dark night of the soul when 

he found himself alone in his kitchen, after hanging up from a threatening phone call.  He wrote: 

“I could not sleep.  It seemed that all of my fears had come down on me at once.  I had reached 

the saturation point…I was ready to give up.  I tried to think of a way to move out of the picture 

without appearing to be a coward.  In this state of exhaustion, when my courage had almost 



gone, I determined to take my problem to God.  My head in my hands, I bowed over the kitchen 

table and prayed aloud.  The words I spoke to God that midnight are still vivid in my memory.  

“I am here, taking a stand for what I believe is right.  But now I am afraid.  The people are 

looking to me for leadership, and if I stand before them without strength or courage, they too will 

falter.  I am at the end of my powers.  I have nothing left.  I’ve come to the point where I can’t 

face it alone. 

“At that point I experienced the presence of the Divine as I have never before experienced him.  

It seemed as though I could hear the quiet assurance of an inner voice, saying, ‘Stand up for 

righteousness, stand up for truth.  God will be at your side forever.’  Almost at once my fears 

began to pass from me.  My uncertainty disappeared.  I was ready to face anything.  The other 

situation remained the same, but God had given me inner calm.  Three nights later, our home was 

bombed.  Strangely enough, I accepted the word of the bombing calmly.  My experience with 

God had given me a new strength and trust.  I knew now that God is able to give us the interior 

resources to face the storms and problems of life.”     

Reverend Bray McNatt returns to this dark night of the soul when she writes of an experience 

she had after giving a presentation in a UU Church in Detroit.  She had mentioned God, and 

afterward a woman came up and told her that UU’s had given up on God because it was an idea 

that was used to oppress women and black people.  Reverend Bray McNatt, a black woman, was 

taken aback.  She told the woman, “I’m just as much of a UU as you are, and I haven’t given up 

on God!”  And she writes:  

“What if our liberal religious brother Dr. King had come to one of our congregations on that dark 

night…What if he had said, not to God, but to one of us, that he could not go on anymore, that he 

was afraid?... 

Might members of our congregations have prayed with him, or for him?  Or would he have been 

consoled with words like these from (Unitarian minister Charles Francis) Potter:   

‘If man habitually leans on God when the going is hard, and expects God’s help when he meets a 

difficulty, he loses the strength of character which is gained by extra effort in emergencies.’” 



Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and his wife Coretta Scott King knew that their people would not join 

a movement that required them to suffer even more than usual, on the off chance that this might 

lessen their future suffering, if God was not there to give them strength.  They knew that people 

who are suffering deeply often understand God to be not an all-powerful ruler, who could help 

them but chooses not to, but rather, as a sustaining presence who holds them in love no 

matter what happens.  A Unitarianism which insisted that people were all good and getting 

better, and that God was no longer needed by anyone, would be worse than irrelevant to these 

suffering ones.  It would be insulting.  

So that was why the Kings did not become Unitarians.   

But, so what? What difference does it make in today’s world?  Why have I spent this morning 

talking about this instead of reviewing the principles of nonviolent resistance?  And whatever 

happened to the Beloved Community?  

To answer, I’m going to ask a question that might shock you.  Do you want this congregation to 

be a social club for like-minded elites who give out charity to those less fortunate than 

yourselves?  Or do you want it to be a place where all kinds and colors of people come together 

to share real life, and dismantle the structures of evil that are killing us all?   To me, only the 

second option is even worth discussing.  That’s the Beloved Community, in microcosm. That is 

what Martin Luther King Jr. was trying to create.  And the thing is, we know how to build it.  

Think about the seven principles of Unitarian Universalism:  The inherent worth and dignity of 

every person.  The use of democratic process.  Peace and justice for all.  Respect for the 

interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part.   

Are these just platitudes we say because they make us feel good, or are they beliefs we are 

prepared to live, whatever the cost?  Do we or do we not have something real and life-giving to 

offer this tired and hurting world?     

I say we do.  I say that not only do we have something real and life-giving to offer, but we have 

an obligation and a responsibility to offer it.  We have an obligation to build the Beloved 

Community in our own congregations.  We are the heirs to a magnificent legacy of theologically 

grounded activism and we have an obligation to go out and make our presence known.  We have 

an obligation to take part in multicultural, multi-faith coalitions for change.  And to be able to do 



any of these things, we must be able to have real, deep, meaningful conversations with people 

who do not think just like us and whose life experience is not just like ours.  We have to be able 

to tell our own stories without defensiveness, to explain our theology and how we arrived at it.  

We have to be able to listen to another’s story without dismissing it and without making fun.  We 

have to learn to practice nonviolence in our relationships with others.  

So let’s practice that here.  Starting right here, right now, in this room.  Build the Beloved 

Community here.  And then take it out into the town.  And then take it out into the state.  And 

then, as the circle widens, you will be able to repeat that “The arc of the moral universe may be 

long, but it bends toward justice.” Because you put your hands on it and you bent it that way. 

May it be so.  

Amen.    


