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Describing Unitarian religion often focuses on what it isn’t.  For me, what makes 
us religious is our gentle encouragement of a variety of collective and personal 
“spiritual” practices, broadly conceived.  I’ll describe some of mine, and how I 
grew into them, as a life long Unitarian.

A. Introduction
1. Are you a Unitarian?
2. Are you a Seeker of the Way?  Do you wish to grow spiritually,          

or deepen your spiritual practice?  Do you actively seek inspiration, 
or calmly wait for inspiration to come to you?

3. If you are already participating in a group or individual                 
spiritual practice, are you at the beginning, or the end                           
of your research phase?  Are you ready to take the next step,           
such as meditation or environmental activism?  Do you want to      
walk in nature, or read something, or join a Unitarian group?          
Are you ready to commit to a spiritual or mental health exercise, 
such as writing down 3 gratitudes every day?       

I am a Unitarian. I am a Seeker of the Way.

I am a Climate Change Warrior.
 

Who are you?  
We come together in mutual support to share our joys, our sorrows, our
questions and tentative answers.  By sharing, we create 
a community, a village evolving through the generations.
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I first wrote this sermon for a new Unitarian congregation                   
of twenty people in Nelson B.C., to help them grow.  Congregations grow
like strawberry plants.  A mature congregation like this one, 
sends out runners, and some take root in fertile soil.  It’s up to us 
to fertilize and water Nelson, Comox, Nanaimo, Kamloops and Kelowna, 
even…Saltspring.
  

B. Religious Education
This sermon is about a few moments in my spiritual journey.  
I hope it will inspire you to open a new spiritual PRACTICE 
for your self.  The MEANING IN MY LIFE comes from 
TRUTH and SERVICE.  I perform “EXPERIMENTS IN TRUTH”-- 
And I follow “Love thy neighbour as thy self.”  
As a child I learned “LOVE IS THE DOCTRINE OF THIS CHURCH, 
AND SERVICE IS ITS PRAYER.”
I grew up in the First Unitarian Universalist Church of Detroit, 
but until 1955 its name was “The Church of Our Father”. 
And if “Our Father” resonates for some of you as in “Our Father which 
art in Heaven, hallowed be thy name…” you will recall that Unitarians 
have loved the historical Jesus, and sought to rescue his teaching from 
institutional Christianity since the 1500’s.

One of the Sunday school texts we used in the ‘50’s was 
Jesus the Carpenter’s Son. The historical Jesus was raised by 
ordinary people like you and me, Mary and Joseph.  
In 1950’s Sunday school we learned giving and receiving respect, 
but we also learned the wonder of science. 
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Only much later did I learn that humanity is not the pinnacle 
of material existence.  But this was the Fifties, when humanism 
was waxing strong in the Unitarian spectrum of belief.  
This was before the ecological view, when meditation, Zen, 
and Tibetan Buddhism were virtually unknown.  The seminal book, 
Silent Spring, by that brave Unitarian Rachel Carson 
had yet to be written, and our Seven Principles 
had yet to be dreamed of.  In fact, our Seventh Principle 
wasn’t voted in, until 1984. Do you know it?
“We covenant….    to affirm and promote….    Respect… 
for the interdependent web… of all existence….of which we are a part.”
I take that word “respect” to be a very active verb, and so, I have become 
an environmental activist, exploring how to “respect the interdependent 
web of all existence”, in this community.

C. Inspiration from the Abolitionists
Which brings me to my next example of Unitarian activism: slavery
and those who fought it, the abolitionists, the anti-slavery warriors.
I started this talk, by saying I am a Climate Change warrior.  Specifically, 
I’m willing to put my body on the line to stop Trudeau’s
Kinder Morgan pipeline expansion.  But my commitment started in 
1993 when I read Al Gore’s book, Earth in the Balance, 
about Climate Change.  It broke my heart.  
But 1993 was also the summer I heard Joanna Macy, 
the Buddhist environmental activist, who taught me how to heal.  
Her four stages of the activist’s spiral are 

1) “Stay grounded in gratitude”, in other words feel connected      
and generous to yourself and others.

2) “Honour your pain for the world”, in other words, rest and grieve.
3) “See with new eyes”, in other words, accept what is gone, and 

open up to new possibilities, and
4) “Go forth”.  In other words, re-enter the world and become active 

again. 
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Also, one may learn to be less attached to outcomes, investing less 
in hope and fear, so there can be less suffering when we lose 
what we love.   Joanna Macy’s interpretation of the Buddha’s 
Second Noble Truth is “…we create our own bondage, as we try to grasp
and identify with what is essentially impermanent.”  The Tao Te Ching 
says “Do your work, then step back.  The only path to serenity.”  Or 
speaking of the Master, “She has, but doesn’t possess/ 
Acts but doesn’t expect.”  And so we try to speak truth to power, 
but without a lot of expectations.

The Tao Te Ching set me on an eco-spiritual path, studying living and 
dying in words, like “Be Here Now”, but also in simple Nature.

In 1993, I went to Clayoquot Sound and to jail 
to stop the demolition of our home, the old growth rain forest.  
In 1993, my earlier 1960’s Unitarian immersion in 
Non-Violent Direct Action came to my rescue.  And what led us ‘60’s 
Unitarian teens to immersion in the Civil Rights movement?  
In the 1950’s we studied not only the historical Jesus, but also Mahatma
Gandhi.  
So, when Martin Luther King wrote his “Letter from a Birmingham Jail”, 
we got it.  My heart was broken, but I found a way to heal it: 
Non Violent Direct Action.   So when Al Gore’s 1993 book on Climate 
Change broke my heart again, I made a vow.  
Have you ever made a vow?  ……..  Here’s my vow to our son Ben.
“I will do everything in my power, everything, 
to prevent your premature death at the age of 66 in 2050, 
from the collapse of civilization caused by climate change.  And in 2030, 
when I am 85, I will say to you, ‘I did my best’.”  And that, my friends, 
is all we can ask of anyone, we do our best.  We may break our vows 
a thousand times, but we do our best.
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But how can I prevent climate change?  How do we stop 
the burning of fossil fuels?  A few years ago I read Naomi Klein’s book 
This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs. the Climate.   She concludes 
by asking: “When has a moral force defeated an economic success?”, 
and she comes up with one example: slavery, specifically, 
the slavery which led to the US Civil War.  
And who mounted that moral force, or what Gandhi called Satya-graha,
or “Truth Force”?  It was a small minority of Abolitionists, 
mostly Quakers, including the Quaker/Unitarian suffragette, 
Susan B. Anthony, and the Unitarian minister Theodore Parker. 
These Abolitionists endured violent opposition, as well as 
gradualist moderation, but they eventually convinced 
enough northerners that slavery was so wrong—
in spite of the comfort of cheap cotton, cheap sugar, and cheap booze--
slavery was so wrong that, even with all its economic benefits, 
it had to be stopped, immediately.  It took a civil war, 
but slavery was outlawed in the States, 
long after it was outlawed peacefully in the West Indies 
and the rest of the British Empire.
 

D. Parallels to Preventing Tar Sands Expansion
Today, our moral force is fighting another economic success: 
High sulphur bitumen subsidized by Ottawa.
Today, those of us committed to the Coast Protectors’ Pledge, 
signed by over 25,000 people, will do our best 
to stop the Kinder Morgan expansion, which, if built, 
would produce greenhouse gases, equivalent to at least 
20 million additional cars, trapped in traffic every day, slowly, gradually 
killing our children.
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Today, Canada is far from achieving even Harper’s paltry 
Greenhouse Gas goals, adopted by Trudeau, as our far-from-adequate 
Paris Agreement goals.  But expanding the Tar Sands, the nation’s 
biggest source of GHGs, would be “game over for the climate”, 
according to retired NASA scientist James Hansen.
So how does our ethical opposition to fossil fuels, 
an economic success, parallel the abolitionists’ ethical opposition 
to slavery?  In their day, they were considered crazy radicals 
for opposing what was economically expedient: 
the reduction of human beings to cattle. 
If the minds of slave owners were deaf and blind 
to the humanity of slaves, perhaps we city folk 
are deaf to the voice of the Living Salish Sea.  Perhaps we are blind to 
the Living Rain Forest which like the indigenous nations, also has rights. 

E. The Land Ethic
Listen to this quote from an early field ecologist, 
Aldo Leopold, who wrote “The Land Ethic” in 1948. 
Quote: (RAISE HAND)
“When god-like Odysseus returned from the wars in Troy, 
he hanged all on one rope a dozen slave-girls 
whom he suspected of misbehaviour during his absence.      
This hanging involved no question of propriety.  
The girls were property.  The disposal of property was then, as now, 
a matter of expediency, not of right and wrong.” 
He continues, ….
“Land, like Odysseus’ slave-girls, is still property.  The land relation 
is still strictly economic, entailing privileges but not obligations…”
Later in this 1948 essay, Leopold outlines what he means by 
a “land ethic”.  
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First, he says, “All ethics so far evolved rest upon a single premise: 
that the individual is a member of a community 
of interdependent parts. …The land ethic simply enlarges 
the boundaries of the community, to include soils, waters, plants, 
and animals, or collectively, the land.”  I think of the Lubicon Cree 
in the middle of the Tar Sands, which once was productive 
Boreal Forest, before the land was enslaved, and now 
it’s a stinking toxic mess: unrecoverable.
Aldo Leopold continues, defining the land ethic in terms of 
right and wrong: “Quit thinking of decent land-use 
as solely an economic problem.  Examine each question in terms of 
what is ethically and esthetically right, as well as what is 
economically expedient.  A thing is right when it tends to preserve 
the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community.  
It is wrong when it tends otherwise.”  
The question for us is, what do we do when we see that driving alone, 
flying to a destination wedding, or eating beef are wrong, even though 
they are irresistible to most of us?  Cognitive dissonance 
is very uncomfortable. But it’s a sign that your heart and mind 
are listening to each other. You’re listening to your Satya-graha, 
your truth force.  Gandhi had his “experiments with truth”, and so do I, 
sometimes following my heart, in spite of my doubts.  Aligning one’s 
actions with one’s truth is a great joy, but it is also undeniably, 
a struggle.  Maybe it’s love.  Nan Gregory, Paul Prescod, and Corina Bye 
got arrested at the gates of the Kinder Morgan tank farm.  Why?  Maybe
it’s love.
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Performing “experiments with truth” is a spiritual discipline, 
and as I said at the beginning, I want you to find your own calling 
this summer.  One approach, the historical approach, 
is to find a mentor in our religious tradition.  In my research on slavery, I
found a mentor in a Quaker/Unitarian woman from the 1800’s 
in New York State: Susan B. Anthony.

F. A Hero from Our Past: Susan B. Anthony
Now, imagine you are a young Susan B. Anthony 
back in the early 1800’s.  Your Quaker family has been kicked out 
of the local Friends Meeting because they are too radical 
in terms of abolishing slavery.  They find a welcome 
at the Rochester, New York Unitarian church, but few Unitarians 
are opposed to immediate abolition of slavery, 
although many are for gradual emancipation.  
Susan learns that white married women and slaves 
have much in common.  Neither are persons before the law.  
Slaves must endure cruel masters, and abused women cannot divorce 
without losing their property and their children.  By 1830, U.S. residents 
over age 15, drank more than seven gallons of alcohol a year, 
four times the modern average.  
Imagine the abuse of slaves, women, and children.
Susan decides that she never will marry, 
and lose her legal rights as an independent person.  
She decides to work for slaves’ rights, and then in 1848, 
with Elizabeth Cady Stanton, for women’s rights.  
She works to abolish slavery, and for women’s suffrage into her 80’s and
finally, long after her death, women in the States get the vote.
My point is that, as Martin Luther King said, quoting abolitionist 
Unitarian minister, Theodore Parker, “The moral arc of the universe 
is long, but it bends toward justice.”  

8



We are again, at such a point in history.  The David Suzuki Foundation’s 
Blue Dot campaign aims to enshrine the right to a healthy environment 
in the Canadian Constitution.  And UBC law professor David Boyd has 
published a book on the rights of nature. 
“In some countries ‘endangered species have a legal right to exist’.  
And if you think that is far-fetched, consider that New Zealand 
has granted legal recognition as persons, to both the Whanganui River, 
…and the Te Urewera region—previously a national park.” *

G. Where Do We Go from Here?
So the time has come for us to consider moving outside 
our comfort zones: a little or a lot.  I respect everyone’s need 
for balance in your lives.  Indeed, without balance, you won’t be 
very effective.  But if you do decide to slow down Climate Change 
for example, don’t do it alone.  
Reducing greenhouse gases is a difficult long term problem 
with unfortunate urgency. It can be daunting. But if you join 
our Environment Team, for example, you will find 
some wonderful people, and enjoyable projects, like “Zero Waste”
that will be healthy for this Living Salish Sea, and for the climate.
Back in 1993, I joined our Environment Committee, as it was known, 
and the balance of science, arts, spirituality, and fun 
has been delightful. Our Green Fund helped to cut 
our church’s natural gas costs in half.
The second part of my vow to my son is, “I will stand before you 
in 2030, and I will say ‘I did my best”, but perhaps better would be 
“We did our best.”  The great theologian Teilhard de Chardin wrote:
“We are not human beings on a spiritual journey; we are spiritual 
beings on a human journey.” There’s an African proverb: 
“To travel fast, go alone.  To travel far, go together.” 
Let’s journey together.
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*Trevor Hancock: Alberta proclaims its right to 
pollute

Trevor Hancock / Times Colonist
FEBRUARY 11, 2018 05:10 AM

A dump truck works at the Syncrude oilsands extraction 
facility near the town of Fort McMurray, Alta.
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The David Suzuki Foundation’s Blue Dot campaign aims 
to enshrine the right to a healthy environment in the 
Canadian Constitution, and last year the federal Standing 
Committee on Environment and Sustainable Development
urged the government to enshrine it in law.

Beyond these efforts to ensure that we humans (and, by 
implication, other species) have that right, there is also a 
move to give nature itself legal standing.    Indeed, David 
Boyd, an environmental lawyer and a professor of law, 
policy and sustainability at UBC, has just published a 
book on the rights of nature. In it, he reports that courts 
in some countries have recognized that “endangered 
species have the legal right to exist.” But not only do 
species have rights, so do entire ecosystems.

If you think that is far-fetched, consider that New Zealand
has granted legal recognition as persons to both the 
Whanganui River — the third-longest in the country — 
and the Te Urewera region — previously a national park. 
The 2014 act that established Te Urewera states it “has 
all the rights, powers, duties and liabilities of a legal 
person,” with those rights “exercised and performed on 
behalf of, and in the name of, Te Urewera by Te Urewera 
Board.”

So it is disgraceful to see the Alberta and federal 
governments moving in the opposite direction in their 
attempt to ram Kinder Morgan’s Trans Mountain pipeline 
expansion through B.C. In doing so, they are, in effect, 
proudly asserting Alberta’s right not only to pollute its 
own land, waters and people, but those of B.C. and the 
rest of the world.
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Prime Minister Justin Trudeau’s defence of his actions is 
that we need to get Canada’s resources to market, that 
we need the jobs, that we can protect the environment —
especially B.C.’s coast — and, bizarrely, that increasing 
exports of oil from Alberta’s dirty oilsands is necessary if 
we are to meet our greenhouse-gas emission reduction 
targets. He is dangerously wrong on all counts.

Not all resources must be mined, used and exported; the sorry 
story of asbestos proves that point, although it took a long time to
overcome stubborn government support for this industry. The last 
asbestos mine in Canada closed in 2011, and Canada finally 
agreed to ban the use of asbestos as of this year — 30 years after
the World Health Organization declared asbestos a carcinogen in 
1987.

Not all jobs are good; we need 21st-century clean-energy jobs, 
not 20th-century dirty-energy jobs.

And this decision hardly protects the environment or human 
health. On the contrary, it expands the local harm done in Alberta 
by enabling expansion of the oilsands, while threatening B.C.’s 
land, waters and coast with a dramatic increase in the flow of 
diluted bitumen (dilbit) in the pipeline and increased tanker traffic
along our coasts. Few believe that a so-called “world class” 
disaster response system will be much use when a big tanker 
goes down in a heavy gale, as will surely happen one day.

Finally, the Pembina Institute, citing a 2015 Carnegie Foundation 
report, notes that: “The oilsands are still one of the most carbon-
intensive oil sources on Earth”; it also cites 2017 World Bank data 
that show that “if Alberta were an independent nation-state it 
would surpass Qatar to have the highest per-capita greenhouse 
gas emissions in the entire world.” At a time when we desperately
need to reduce greenhouse-gas emissions in Canada and globally,
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why on Earth would we be facilitating the expansion of this 
industry? We need to leave the carbon in the ground.

Boyd argues: “If nature has rights, then humans have 
responsibilities.” It is time we accepted our responsibility to the 
natural ecosystems of which we are a part, and upon which we 
ultimately depend for our well-being, indeed our very survival. 
This is far more important than Alberta’s right to pollute.

In the face of this situation, the B.C. government should go much 
further than it has. It is time to petition the courts to give legal 
standing to our endangered orca and salmon and our threatened 
coastal and forest ecosystems. In doing so, we can protect the 
health of people here in Canada and around the world.

(Dr. Trevor Hancock is a professor and senior scholar at the 
University of Victoria’s school of public health and social policy.)
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